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PREFACE 


It was for me an honor to be asked to write a centennial history of the 

Levy Brothers' firm, It is safe to say that few if any other business 

firms in San Mateo County can point to a continuous history through a 

hundred years, not only in the same business and under the same cor-~ 
porate name, but also owned to this day, in large part, by the natural 

and legal descendants of the founders, This achievement alone by the 

firm of LEVY BROS. gives ample justification for the compiling of the 
company's history, 


This history, however, does not pretend to be a treatise on successful 
business management, though some of that is necessarily a part of the 
story, It aims rather to be a history of the firm in its various com- 
munities, and the growth of the business along with that of the several 
villages and cities it has served, since obviously the firm of LEVY 
BROS. has been, from its beginning, a significant part of this growth, 


The research for this history has beena pleasure, both because it is 
intertwined with county history, and because it is a story of genuine 
business integrity as shown both by the record of achievement and by 
Fernand Levy's oft-repeated instructions in the training of his sales 
people to ''Keep the confidence of your customers'', What better motto 
could a business have? Since confidence cannot long survive where 
integrity is lacking, the continued growth of the firm and its wide 
patronage today are evidence both of a sound heritage bequeathed by 
Fernand and Joseph Levy and of the consistent maintenance of that 
heritage by their successors, 


F, M. Stanger 


LEVY BROTHERS HISTORY 


Beginnings 


On a certain unrecorded day in December, 1872, the stagecoach brought to 
Spanishtown (Half Moon Bay) two young men who looked the village over with 
unusually speculative eyes, after which they hunted up the leading general 
store and examined it even more closely. They then asked for the proprietor, 
gave their name as Levy, and told him, in somewhat broken English, they had 
heard the store was for sale, 


The strangers were obviously foreigners, but the French accent in their speech 
was no handicap in that town where already Spanish, English, Portuguese, and 
Chinese were commonly spoken. Their youthful appearance may have caused 
some wondering; the eldest had only passed his twenty-fourth birthday some 
months before, and his brother would be twenty-two on Christmas day; but none 
of this mattered, of course, when they gave assurance of adequate financial 
backing to make the purchase, Undoubtedly there was some jockeying over the 
price and other details but all we know positively is that an agreement was 
reached and plans made for the transfer of ownership; and ever since the day 
of that transfer, there has been at least one Levy Brothers' store somewhere 
in San Mateo County, 


The two brothers had left their home in Schalbach, Province of Lorraine, in the 
French Rhineland, in the spring of 1869 - hoping, no doubt, as many thousands 
before them had hoped, to make their fortune in America. That the two migrat- 
ing boys should choose America as their destination is not surprising, but why 
California? | 


The answer seems to be found in a personal contact, Raphael Weill, who was 
already in San Francisco and was later to become famous as the founder of the 
White House Department Store, was a native of Phalsburg, a neighboring village 
to Schalbach, and there also the Levy boys' mother had grownup. They came 
directly by sea to San Francisco, made contact with Weill soon after their arri- 
val, and he helped them to make other acquaintances, 


Their route also is interesting because they could have come overland on the 
just-completed transcontinental railroad, but the sea route at that time was more 
direct, probably also faster and less expensive, for by then there was a railroad 
across the Isthmus of Panama, built and operated by an American company, and 
ships were sailing more or less regularly between Panama and San Francisco, 


Upon arrival, they stayed for a while at a French hotel on Broadway which un- 

doubtedly was for them a kind of refuge in a strange city of the American "wild 
west'', Here they learned also that despite their previous knowledge of French, 
German, and English, to get on in California they needed to know some Spanish 
as well, 


But apparently the city itself did not attract these small-town boys for they soon 
took off to the back country, each in a different direction. Joseph, the younger 
of the two, went to clerk in a frontier store in Round Valley, Mendocino County, 


far to the north, where he was given a bed in the back of the store, anda pistol, 
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Fernand first went to work for a mine at Mount Diablo, probably the one owned 
by Alvinza Hayward of San Mateo, but the mine job was only a stepping stone 
and soon he too was clerking ina store, in Eldorado County. 


Joe, before long, came back to the Bay area (a two-day trip on horseback), 
bringing for his employer a consignment of gold. Whether the money was the 
reason for the trip or only incidental to his coming anyway, we do not know. 

But the two seemed to have decided that they liked merchandising, and ina 
smalltown. It was in their blood. Their father had been a village real estate 
dealer in Schalbach throughout his life, and their mother had come from a simi- 
lar background in the village Phalsbourg, 


So when Joe learned through friends that a store was for sale in a small town 
called Half Moon Bay, he sent word to Fernand and the two went to look it over, 
Then, having made the purchase, they put down their roots, as their ancestors 
before them had done, committing their lives to the small communities of San 
Mateo County. But these small California villages, unlike those of Europe, had 
a way of growing larger; so also the Levy boys soon caught the spirit of the 
American West and proceeded to ''grow up with the country". 


Spanishtown 


The building that the Levy boys took over from Charles E, Kelly and Richard L, 
Mattingly must have been new at the time, for only eleven months earlier every- 
thing on the site had been destroyed by fire. What they purchased was the busi- 
ness with its good will and stock of merchandise, plus a lease on the lower floor 
of its brick building, twenty-five feet wide and extending back eighty feet from 
Purissima Street, The public records of those early years are sketchy but 
seventeen years later (1889) we find the Levys signing a lease on property 250 
feet wide on Purissima Street running south from Kelly Avenue, and extending 
through 200 feet to Ocean Street, This included at least three buildings, with 
lodge quarters and a dance hall upstairs and a saloon on the corner; besides 
giving them more room for their own business, this deal obviously involved 
some subleasing, 


With the store went the post office, the Wells Fargo Express agency, and the 
telegraph office on the line that had only recently been constructed from San 
Mateo through Half Moon Bay to Pescadero, The post office and express agency, 
however, seem to have changed hands rather frequently. 


How can we picture Half Moon Bay at the time the Levy boys became a part of it? 
An anonymous traveler who passed through by stagecoach that same year and 
paused to look around, recorded that what he saw most of was ''whiskey and black- 
smiths, with the former in the lead,'' He estimated the population to be about 400. 
In the surrounding country potatoes seemed to be the main crop, but there were 
also sugar beets and chicory, He learned that ‘in the past three years" many 
Portuguese had purchased farms at from $60 to $100 per acre, mainly in thirty 

to forty-acre tracts, 


During the previous year another traveler, Col. Albert S, Evans, had ridden 
through on horseback and recorded what he saw, At the toll gate, two miles east 
of town, where even today the rich, flat land along the creek produces tons of 


THE FOUNDING FAMILY 


Left to right seated Mrs. Pauline Ignace (sister of the Levys), Adrien Levy, Mrs. Armand (Nathalie) Levy; 
standing Mrs. Fernand (Josephine), Joe Levy, Mrs. Adrien (Emma) Levy, and Fernand Levy. Nathalie, 
Josephine, and Emma were three sisters who married three Levy brothers. Not pictured are Armand Levy and 


Mrs. Joe (Maria) Levy. 


THE FIRST STORE 


Purchased in 1872 from Charles Kelly and Richard Mattingly, at the corner of Purissima St. and Kelly Ave. in 
Spanishtown (Half Moon Bay), the first store carried everything for the frontier farming community. 


Buildings destroyed by ‘06 quake. 
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vegetables and flowers, there were at that early date ''nearly a hundred acres 
| in beans, onions, fruit", etc,, and on the hills fields of potatoes, 


The town itself, he said, contained "little to attract a stranger'', and its popu- 

lation was "about equally divided between native Californians, Americans, and 
| Europeans,'' He did not mention the adobe houses that then existed, probably 
because such buildings were too common in California at that time to attract 
attention, As to laborers, which seems to have been a much-discussed subject, 
he learned that Chinamen were generally considered the best workers, but most 
farmers dared not hire them for fear European laborers would burn their crops. 


Heading south, he noted that ''the sloping plain between the ocean and the moun- 
tains, for eight or ten miles, was one continuous grain field'' with the crop in 
bundles waiting for the steam-powered thresher, 


The town of Half Moon Bay had originated during the Mexican War (1846-48) as 
a village of refugees called San Benito; it was one of several such communities 
of Spanish-speaking people who had gathered in out-of-the-way places to avoid 
confrontation with the American conquerors, Candelario Miramontes, grantee 
of a rancho of over four thousand acres, had made land available on the south 
bank of Pilarcitos Creek, Tiburcio Vasquez (distant cousin of a bandit with the 
same name), whose land in equal expanse lay north of the same creek, was also 
cooperative, and lived just across the stream, but the town was laid out on 
Miramontes land, and a crew of adobe builders was brought from the San Joaquin 
Valley to put up the first houses, The families of these two men alone made a 
good start toward a town, for each had upwards of ten children. Reminders of 
this past are still present in Half Moon Bay, The livery stable operated by 
Pablo Vasquez (son of Tiburcio) still stands by the roadside close to the bridge, 
and in the heart of town a gas station is still owned, in part, by direct descen- 
dants of Candelario Miramontes, 


But it was some twenty-five years after these beginnings that the Levys arrived, 
and by that time the town and countryside had become quite cosmopolitan, Many 
English-speaking settlers had moved in, and Portuguese were now arriving in 
considerable numbers, The Johnston brothers had come with their large herd of 
American cattle, driven overland to California, and James Johnston, whose 
Spanish wife had a background of culture, had built an elegant home just south of 
town, 


The earliest Anglo-American settlers had tended to gather at Purissima, four 
miles to the south, and it was they who dubbed their northern neighbor-village 
Spanishtown, But the Half Moon Bay site had the double advantage of being at 
the junction of the road leading over the mountains, and nearer to the only pos- 
sible harbor (at Pillar Point), hence in the long run it attracted more people, as 
well as some industries - e,g. a grist mill and a brewery. 


In cultural and religious matters, as with most frontier communities, develop- 
ment had been slow, There was, of course, an elementary school but as yet no 
prospect of a high school. When the Levys arrived, the town's only edifice built 
for religious purposes was a small chapel standing in the present old Catholic 
cemetary by the road fork, the land and the building having been donated by the 
Vasquez family in 1868, But the building was not accepted by Archbishop Alemany 
because the donors, harking back to old European custom, had demanded exclu- 


sive right to burial in the church. Though the parish was officially established 
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in 1868, the building wes not recognized as a church and in 1875 it burned. Not 
until the 1880's was a Catholic church built at a new site in the village, 


However, a large segment of the Coastside population was Catholic - both the 
Spanish and the later-coming Portuguese as well as a considerable number of 
the Anglo-Americans, For christenings, marriages, burials and the like, 
priests came from Santa Clara, Santa Cruz, or San Francisco, On the other 
hand, by the time of the Levys! arrival, there were enough Protestants in the 
Half Moon Bay community to build, that same year, a Methodist church - the 
one that still stands, 


The year 1872 also marked the coming to town of John Pitcher, a leading and 
respected personality who was elected justice of the peace; for eighteen years 
he held that position and became widely known, even beyong his judicial pre~ 

cinct, as ''Judge Pitcher'', That year also marked the establishment of R, I. 
Kanpp's plow factory on Main Street in which he later developed and patented 

a side-hill plow that achieved considerable fame, His plowshares were ham-~ 
mered out by hand on an anvil though he did have some machinery in his shop, 
run by a horse-powered treadmill, 


Hard Times 


The two young Levy lads from Europe, with some money and some merchan- 
dising know-how, had bought what was undoubtedly the best general store in 
town, and with it they began a long and highly successful career in the young 
and growing county of San Mateo, But they had their difficulties, Only a year 
after their arrival came the nation-wide financial ''Panic of 1873", followed by 
a long period of varying "hard times.'' Many substantial business firms, both 
local and of national fame, went bankrupt while poor families, particularly 
wage earners, became literally penniless, Stores were asked to carry credit 
accounts with people who had no possible hope of paying until times got better, 


Farmers could usually produce at least enough food for their own survival but 
when to the hard times was added a drop-off in rainfall, their situation was 
desperate, Some tenant farmers with large accounts at the Levy store solved 
their problem by running away; they simply loaded their belongings on a wagon 
and disappeared into the night, A few of these were later found and persuaded 
to pay up. 


The Levy Brothers' regular policy was to sell on credit, Many farmers, es-~ 
pecially those farthest from town, made a practice of settling their accounts 
only once, or perhaps twice a year when the crop was sold, and in fact most 
of their buying was done on the same kind of schedule. But when drouth came 
on top of hard times, both the farmers and the merchants were at the end of 
their rope, 


In this extremity Joseph Levy, whose specialty was clothing and dry goods, 
sought out Daniel T. Murphy of Murphy, Grant & Co., wholesale dry goods mer- 
chants in San Francisco, to ask for a loan or an extension of time on their credit 
account, The gruff Mr. Murphy, after bluntly asking ''Who the hell are you?", 


> a > oy) oe ee ee ee ee ee 
eee ee 


a a 


— 


oe 
 — zk zk Ee Ue 


se he ee 
i EE gE. 


\ 
_— 


(1 
ri 
J 


J 
' 


Siti 


softened a bit when Joe told him if the loan was not forthcoming he would have 
to write to his father in Europe who had given them the money to start their 
business. His answer then was, "If your father can trust you, so can 1s 
After that there was never any question about credit at Murphy, Grant & Co. 


Apropos the matter of wholesale dealers patronized by the Levys, one such 
firm that has carried a LEVY BROS, account since their very beginning is 
Levi Strauss & Co., originators of the pants known everywhere as levis. 

Mr. Levi Strauss came by sea from New York to San Francisco in Gold Rush 
times, bringing with him a huge roll of canvas for miners! tents, only to be 
told when he arrived that he should have brought pants instead, So he had 
some of the canvas made up into pants, and soon found himself in big business 
making Levi's pants'', which in time became just ‘'Levi's'', Strauss later 
switched from canvas to a tough cotton fabric that was made in Nimes, France, 
and was known therefore as serge de Nimes, and from this came the American 
term, 'denim,'' Thus local history is never completely local, and even world 
history has its local aspects. 


The Levy boys had to do some wholesale purchasing for the Half Moon Bay 
store at least once a week, and usually one of the brothers took off for this 
purpose about two o'clock in the morning, to arrive in San Francisco for the 
early market, After spending most of the day in wholesale houses, he started 
back at night, arriving home with his spring -wagon-load of merchandise - about 
2:00 A,M,! Their route was over more-or-less the present Half Moon Bay road 
to the valley now filled with the Crystal Springs lakes, then up that valley, fol-~ 
lowing a road that came out to El Camino Real at the Seventeen Mile House on 
the present Millbrae Avenue corner, From San Bruno they probably took the 
then-new San Bruno Toll Road which followed the rugged and winding bay shore 
to San Francisco, 


Family Affairs 


The term, 'Levy Bros.", originally meant the two founders only, but later, 
for some time, there were four brother-partners who also founded four Levy 
families; and three of these were inter-related in a manner most unusual, if 
not unique, Joe, not one of these three, was the first to marry, though he was 
the younger of the two founding brothers, He was smitten by the charms of a 
girl in Half Moon Bay, Hannah Maria Walker who, besides being personally 
very attractive, was a member of a prominent family in the village. 


Her father, Samuel Walker, had come originally, with his family, from south- 
ern Indiana where he had grown up; he had been a personal friend of U. S. 
President Benjamin Harrison, and had held large Federal road-building con- 
tracts under President Andrew Jackson. But following all this, not only had 
the political scene shifted, but the famous acts of Congress known collectively 
as the Compromise of 1850, besides making California a state in the American 
Union, had dramatized the bitter and growing hostility between the Northern 
and Southern states; and Walker, living near the Ohio River, was in the most 
heated area of this growing conflict. These circumstances obviously gave him 
plenty of reasons for leaving that area and migrating to California, 
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He had come west with his family, not by covered wagon, but over the more 
expensive route by sea and across the Isthmus of Panama, seventeen years 
ahead of the Levy brothers. Crossing the isthmus at that time meant travel- 
ing by rowboat up the Chagres River through pest-ridden jungles, then riding 
a mule over the tropical mountains, After arriving in San Francisco in Janu- 
ary 1853, he seems to have had trouble finding a place to settle down; he 

lived for a year in Santa Cruz, then spent four years in Washington Territory, 
came back to California at Petaluma, then moved to the mercury mines at New 
Almaden near San Jose. Finally, in 1868, he bought property and put down his 
roots in Half Moon Bay. He purchased from B, G, Lathrop a 930-acre dairy 
ranch at the mouth of Purissima Canyon, besides a residence and a drug store 
in town. The drug store, on the southwest corner of Kelly and Main streets, 
was operated as a partnership with his son Henry. 


Thus when the two young Levy boys from Europe bought the town's leading gro- 
cery and ''general' store, the Walkers were already neighboring merchants 
and undoubtedly became customers at the Levy store. Just how Joe met Maria 
was not recorded, nor do we have any details about their courtship; but Maria 
is said to have been a very beautiful girl with dark eyes, auburn hair, and 
small hands and feet of which she was very proud, In 1875, less than three 
years after the Levys came to town, they were married. Their first child, 
Cecile (who died in 1968), was born in Half Moon Bay and their other daughter, 
Violette (now living in Los Angeles), was born fourteen years later in Pesca- 
dero, Hannah Maria was capable as well as beautiful and through the years 
she often assisted her husband in buying merchandise for the Levy stores, 


Shortly after Joe's marriage, he and his brother-in-law, Charles Walker, un- 
dertook to develop a recreation park in Purissima Canyon on Samuel Walker's 
land. This idea had been promoted by the former owner of the property, B. G, 
Lathrop, and there are reports that he had even made some attempts himself 
in that direction. Now Charles Walker and Joseph Levy put up a large dance 
hall, laid out picnic grounds near the redwoods and beside the stream, and 
named the place Fair Mount Park. How successful this project was, or how 
long it lasted, we do not know. The scene is still beautiful and any stranger 
who sees the place cannot but be impressed as he steps into the canyon out of 
the hot sun and finds himself suddenly in cool shade with giant redwoods beside 
a clear stream of rippling water. 


But one permanent drawback to the place, which had to be discovered by sad 
experience, is the devastation that is often wrought by heavy winter floods re- 
sulting from the funnel-like nature of the canyon; all the rainfall on a large 
sweep of mountainside has to flow out through this one narrow exit, and it often 
changes the topography there quite drastically. But the Levy-Walker project 
there came to an end in 1880, if not before, for a different reason; Samuel 
Walker, then at age 72, lost the property on a mortgage foreclosure, These 
were still hard times and he was apparently not able to make the dairy ranch 
pay for itself, He died in 1892, 


From these incidents, it is evident that Joe Levy had very quickly become 
rooted in the community, both in a business way and through his family relation- 
ships. Fernand, on the other hand, whether by planning it so or through the 
unpredictable aiming of Cupid's darts, started what became something like a 
family migration from Europe. 
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While on a visit to his home town in Lorraine, he escorted the daughter of a 
family friend to the opera and there, between acts, proposed to her - asking 
that she marry him without the usual delaying formalities and accompany him 
back to the States, But she refused to take him seriously; she thought he was 
joking, for he had said nothing whatever to her family about marriage, which 
was, of course, the universal and required procedure in Europe. 


So he had to return to California and his store without her. But he made a sece- 
ond trip to Europe, and this time convinced her of his serious intentions; as to 
his informal approach, he was simply introducing her to the American custom, 
She consented, but only on condition that her stay in America would be tempor- 
ary and they would in time return to Europe, They were married, she came to 
Half Moon Bay (1883) to live in the hotel or an apartment over the store -a 
lonely bride who knew little or nothing of English or Spanish, or of American 
customs, But neighbors, of course were helpful. Mrs. Rufus Hatch, wife of 
the hotel owner where they mainly lived, and mother of the late Alvin Hatch, 
happened to know a little French and so was able to help her in learning to 
speak English, 


But the new bride (Josephine) had two sisters, and Fernand had two more broth- 
ers who came from Europe to join the Levy firm. She persuaded her sister 
Emma to come over for a visit, and no one was too much surprised when a ro- 
mance began between her and Adrien Levy, When this match blossomed into 
marriage, the final step was almost inevitable: the third sister, Nathalie, 

came over ''for a six-months visit'', and since there was a third Levy brother 
(Armand) still unattached, the final inter-family match was soon consummated, 
And the common family pattern was carried even further, for each of the three 
European brides produced, in time, three children, 


But all this takes us ahead of our story for by the time the two younger brothers 
came to the States (Adrien 1884 and Armand 1888), the Levy firm had expanded 
into San Gregorio (1879) and had also entered Pescadero (1883), 


Coastside Expansion 


The broad, rolling San Gregorio Valley had charmed many a pioneer, Father 
Juan Crespi, the first European to write about it, had said it would be a good 
place for a mission, and later, as land grants became the order of the day, it 
was the Peninsula's first privately owned rancho, 1831, (Las Pulgas grantees 
claimed earlier ownership but their legal title dates from 1835.) Under the 
American regime, the valley's lands were quickly acquired by settlers and 
turned into farms and cattle range, 


Prominent among the American pioneers was Frank Bell who built his home and 
a school, at Bellvale where the remnants of his school house may still be seen, 
and there was a Bellvale Post Office from 1897 to 1922, Still standing at the 
present old San Gregorio crossroads is the Bell Hotel in which many guests once 
took lodgings for the hunting and fishing seasons, 


The village of San Gregorio first grew up at the point where the old ''stage road" 


crosses the creek = the narrow, winding trail that was for many years the 
Coastside's highway from Half Moon Bay to Pescadero and Santa Cruz, The 
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store acquired by the Levys stood on the south bank of the creek, fronting on 
the east side of this road. Adjoining it was the inevitable saloon, and close by 
was Kineer's Hall where temperance meetings were held, as well as ''magic 
lantern'' shows, There was also Palmer's dance hall, a Chinese "wash house'! 
by the creek, and back against the hill was "'Chinatown!'! - the shacks where 
Chinese laborers somehow managed to live. There was also the schoolhouse 
on the hill, which still stands, purchased and preserved for its historic value 
by Mr, and Mrs, Thomas H,. Armstrong of Belmont, 


The Levys' San Gregorio store, bought in 1879 from H.C, Hart, also contained 
the post office; and Fernand, who was first in charge, was appointed post- 
master, It appears that the Levys later acquired the saloon next door and used 
it for storage. They were sometimes threatened by floods during heavy rains, 
but they were still there as late as 1902, serving both as a roadside store and 
a supply center for the wide interior valley. 


But most of the interior trade, up the valleys and on the Coastside ridges (ac- 
cording to Frank George who worked in the Levys! Pescadero store) was han- 
dled by a wagon from Half Moon Bay - taking orders one day for delivery the 
next, It may well be that here the Levys worked out the system they later 
used in San Mateo and the surrounding bay-side towns, This kind of service 
for such a far-flung rural market was expensive but it supplied a definite need 
by saving the farmer many a long trip to town during his busy season, Since 
the Levys handled ''general'' merchandise, they could supply almost anything 
the farmer needed from sugar and flour to spare parts for his machinery or a 
bottle of Hood's Sarsaparilla, And as the accounts were settled only once or 
twice a year, nobody thought of haggling over the price of each item, 


It seems that Joe Levy pioneered this inland market on horseback, leading one 
or two pack-saddled animals loaded with merchandise for immediate sale, Joe 
is said to have been particularly good at this type of business - going from 
house to house with textiles, needles and thread, and notions; goods for cur- 
tains and draperies, or denim for boys' and men's overalls, or perhaps Levi 
Strauss's ready-made and patented 'jeans,.'' For families on isolated farms, 
or even ina small village such as Pescadero was at that time, it was some-~ 
thing of an event to have merchandise like this displayed in their own home - 
tempting goods for the girls' new dresses and toys for the baby - all spread 
out for the mother to make her selections, And this 'peddler'' did not come 
as a complete stranger for the Levy stores were already widely known, 


It may well have been through this kind of traveling salesmanship that Joe Levy 
first became acquainted with Pescadero, and as a result of this acquaintance, 
bought for the LEVY BROS, firm the Garretson store (1883). This purchase 
made him, for a time, the young town's leading merchant, The store stood on 
the now-vacant south-west corner of the flagpole intersection, where it re - 
mained standing until quite recent years, Joe was by this time thirty three 
years of age with ten years or more of business experience, The family lived 
temporarily in the Swanton House, a popular summer hotel with a main build- 
ing and surrounding cottages, just across the street from the store, and Cecile 
attended the public school, 


One of Joe's employees at the time was J. C, Williamson who performed the 
functions of druggist, telegraph operator, and postmaster, Two years later 
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In 1883 Joe Levy opened the Pescadero store. During the next two decades they were the bankers, 
telegraphers, and owners of the Wells Fargo stagecoach agency. They also ran several cheese factories and the 
whaling station at Pigeon Point. Joe was nicknamed ‘’Two Valise Joe” by the farmers, as it was his practice to 
visit throughout the countryside on horseback with his samples in two small leather cases. 
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THE SAN MATEO — PESCADERO STAGECOACH 


Regular passenger, mail, and freight service was made on a daily basis from San Mateo to Pescadero, with 
stops at Half Moon Bay and San Gregorio. This coach was held up by a masked bandit on Aug. 17, 1905 near 
the “old Casey quarry” on Crystal Springs Rd. The bandit netted $4.30. 
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he resigned to establish, together with his son Frank, a competing store down 
the street. The Levys, in time, sold out and left Pescadero but the Williamson 
store still carries on, managed now by Frank's widow, Louise, and their 
daughter Harriett, 


Stagecoach Days 


With stores now in three Coastside communities, the next step in LEVY BROS: 
growth was the purchase in 1886 of Andrew Taft's statecoach line, Taken over 
as a going concern, ‘it provided regular passenger, mail, and express service 
from San Mateo to Pescadero via Half Moon Bay, connecting with the trains to 
and from San Francisco, 


These coaches, besides serving Half Moon Bay and the entire Coastside, com~ 
peted with the Redwood City coaches for the summer resort traffic to Pescadero. 
The Redwood City stage people called theirs the ''direct'' and "scenic! route to 
Pescadero, but the train stopped first at San Mateo, and as the stage driveer 
was always there calling out ''Stage for Pescadero'', many passengers responded 
who perhaps had intended to get off at Redwood City, They were taken to Pesca-~ 
dero, but with more travel by stage and less by train (plus perhaps a little more 
expense), than if they had continued on, Which route was more "scenic'' was, 

of course, a matter of opinion, for the one was through winding, tree-filled can- 
yons and the other along the sea shore, 


Running on regular schedules, one coach left San Mateo about 10:00 A.M., or 
after the arrival of the train from San Francisco; it stopped for lunch and a 
change of horses at Half Moon Bay, then went on to Pescadero, arriving about 
3:30 or 4:00 P.M. Simultaneously another coach left Pescadero at 7:00 A.M., 
stopped also for lunch at Half Moon Bay, and arrived in San Mateo about Si l5sPea. 
A smaller coach left Half Moon Bay in the early morning to connect at San Mateo 
with the morning train to San Francisco, and returned to Half Moon Bay after the 
arrival of the afternoon train from The City, 


This schedule required the maintenance of stables in all three towns, the largest 
of which was in Half Moon Bay where now stands the Standard Oil gas station on 
Main Street, The stable boss there, usually a former driver, was the foreman 
in charge of all the drivers, Most widely known of these was "Buckskin Bob!" 
Rawles, 


We should remind ourselves here that the road over which these drivers did 

their daily traveling with passengers, express, and the United States mail, was 
not the level, paved speedway that we use today, though it followed approximately 
the same route over the mountains; the one major exception to this was that on 
the westward slope of the mountains it swung northward into the upper canyon of 
Pilarcitos Creek instead of southward as it now does. The scar of the old road 
may still be seen on the hillside, 


By modern standards, the highway was then a narrow, poorly graded, dirt road, 
dusty in summer and muddy in winter, and subject to washouts in times of heavy 
rain, But whatever the condition of the road might be, ''the mail must always go 
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through'', though this sometimes meant that the coach was left beside a swollen 
stream with no bridge while the driver rode one of his horses, carrying the 
mail bag to its destination, 


Even hold-ups by highway bandits were always a possibility, and these usually 
occurred on the road down San Mateo Creek canyon, The last event of this kind 
took place on August 17, 1905, but the bandit this time was apparently an ama- 
teur at the business, and unlucky to boot, so the event went down in history as 
a huge joke, But the bandit himself, despite his somewhat ridiculous costume, 
was not joking. According to a newspaper account at the time, he was "dressed 
in a long black overcoat which reached his knees, blue overalls, a black visored 
cap similar to those worn by railroad men, a black mask, beneath which two 
of the victims said were goggles, and feed bags which covered his shoes for the 
purpose of leaving no recognizable foot tracks," 


Stepping from behind a tree east of the bridge and near the present ''old Casey 
quarry'', he brandished his huge revolver and ordered the driver, Ed Campbell, 


to stop. Campbell, ''keeping his cool'’ as a modern writer might put it, took 
plenty of time obeying his commands, the first of which was to ''hand down those 
boxes and be --- ---- quick about it'', meaning the Wells Fargo express boxes 


under the seat. Next came the mail bag which, after some deliberate hesitation, 
was also thrown down, 


The bandit then grew bolder and turned his attention to the passengers, The man 
who was riding beside the driver was ordered to collect all valuables among 
them, "J. C, Santos dropped a dollar in the hat'', according to the newspaper ac- 
count, ''all he had except ten cents, Miss Annie Johnston, the only female pas- 
senger, threw in three dollars, She had managed to slip the balance of her money 
under the seat cushions, 


'The scaredest man in the bunch was Oleson, the hat passer, who had nearly a 
hundred dollars on him and a watch and ring valued at a hundred dollars each, 
He made as slow progress as possible, burning time......"' 


Oleson's strategy paid off, The distant rumble of an approaching wagon cut 
short the proceedings, and the highwayman ordered Campbell to drive on and 

not stop until he had reached San Mateo, A minute later the intruding wagon 
hove into sight, driven by one E, Bertilotti, a gardener, The enraged robber 
greeted him with a series of shots, and Bertilotti discreetly abondoned his wagon 
and took to the woods. Then, according to the newspaper account,'',.., the ban- 
dit proceeded to open and search the mail and cash boxes without leaving the 
roadside, But this just wasn't his day, The express boxes were empty and the 
mail contained no cash, Somebody's accounting later estimated that the bandit 
made a net haul of $4.30". 


When the stagecoach reached San Mateo, the town went wild with excitement; 
everybody dropped whatever he was doing and men ran off in almost all direc- 
tions, each hoping to catch the bandit, but nobody found him, One result of the 
event, however, was a small contribution to literature that appeared anony- 
mously in a San Francisco newspaper the following day, supposedly contributed 
by a visitor from the East, who apparently heard that the robber's ''take'' was 
only thirty cents, He wrote: 
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"Huzza! Romance returns again. 
Once more, as in the days of old 
Disdaining banks or chu-chu train, 
A robber stops a stage for gold 
And meets adventure manifold! 


Hurrah! Such news is great, immense - 
But softly, what is this I'm told? 
This robber robbed for thirty cents! 


I've reveled in the tales - like you - 
Of Daring Dan and Nervy Nat, 

And others of the gallant crew 

Who on the highway passed the hat, 
And spent robbed fortunes on a bat. 
They were boys of no pretense - 

You never heard it hinted that 

Such robbers robbed for thirty cents! 


Oh, pshaw, tut, tut, alas, alack! 
From out the dreary East Icam 

To get upon adventure's track 

And view the 'Wooly West! aflame - 
Now I must sadly hie me hence 

From out a land where bandits shame 
Their art by taking thirty cents?" 


The stage -coach lunch stops at Half Moon Bay, as well as all other arrivals 
there, were at the Occidental Hotel, This historic hostelry fronted on Kelly 
Avenue, but it stood just across Miramontes Street from the LEVY BROS. 
store in which was the stagecoach ticket office. The business of ticket taking, 
or checking on the fares of passengers, was all handled at the terminals by 
the Levys themselves or their authorized agents - not by the drivers. 


Little incidents told by old timers seem to indicate that the Levys had a way 
with their own employees, as well as with the public, that kept everybody in 
good humor while at the same time holding a tight rein on their own personnel, 
One of the stage drivers, it is said, had a girl-friend with whom he hoped to 
gain prestige by giving her a free ride to San Mateo, without going through the 
embarrassing process of paying her fare; so he arranged to pick her up, just 
out of town, as if it were a casual happening. Somehow word of it got to head- 
quarters; nothing was said, but the driver's next pay envelope showed a deduc- 
tion for the amount of one fare to San Mateo, It was charged, however, to 
"One cow and calf!" 


Absurd? Of course, probably purposely so, But if you were that driver, what 
would you do? Get mad? Or laugh? Or just keep still? Probably the latter, 
and this is what makes it an example of rather clever management ~ probably 
the work of Fernand Levy whose warm but quiet personality seems to have in- 
spired respect and in some cases even affection. Joe was not without the same 
characteristics, but he was apt to play jokes just for the joke's sake - such as 
when a traveling salesman ('"'drummer'"') reached hurriedly to pick up his sample 
case and run for the stagecoach but found it surprisingly heavy - in fact nailed 
to the floor! 


—_ a aa | 


he he te 


a ee ee a a a? a ae? 


nae 2 @ : 


ve 


ee ee ee ee 


Jie 


The stage coach traffic to Pescadero was in those days an item of considerable 
importance because the town was then in the heyday of its life as a widely ad- 
vertised summer resort. Mrs. Charles Swanton, wife ofa blacksmith, had 
stumbled into a growing hotel business by first being pressured to take in as 
boarders men who wanted to come to Pescadero for the fishing season. The 
fishing there must have been good, for the name of both the town and the creek 
is Spanish for "'a fishing place'', and it originated in Spanish- Mexican times, 
perhaps even with the Indians, To the fishing was added the charm of rural 
surroundings, the sunshine, the creek, and the seashore; and out of it all had 
come another asset - Pebble Beach, 


"Rock hounds" of today turn up their noses at the many-colored pebbles that are 
constantly washed by the surf at a spot some two miles from town, but in the 
1860's these little stones were a powerful magnet that drew visitors from across 
the nation, Days at a time (between high tides) were spent by these guests, par~ 
ticularly the women, lying or squatting on the beach, picking out to be carried 
home, sometimes even to the New England states, ''cornelian, ruby, emerald, 
amethyst, garnet, amber, and opal, the latter being very pure and transparent," 
Pebble Beach furnished the principal economic sinews of Pescadero for a long 
period of years and in the 1890's it became the focus of a hotly contested law- 
suit in which the town's famous ''miser-villain", Loren Coburn, attempted to 
monopolize this economic asset and channel its revenue into his own pocket, 


Joseph Levy at one time played a conspicuous part in this legal battle by parti- 
cipating with a group of the outraged citizens in breaking down the gate that 
Coburn had built, shutting off ''their'' road to Pebble Beach. By going volun- 
tarily to Redwood City and submitting to arrest, and being quickly tried and ac- 
quitted, Joe became a symbol of the rights of the people of Pescadero in this 
long-drawn-out legal battle, Though Coburn, by clever legal maneuverings, 
won in the courts his right to control the access to Pebble Beach, and built his 
own hotel at the spot, it was a hollow victory and his empty hotel became 
'Coburn's Folly'' because interest in the many-colored pebbles waned and a new 
type of plaything called automobiles took people to more distant and sophisticated 
places of interest, 


Sidelines 


Although the Levy brothers were primarily a merchandising firm, they were all 
alert to other sources of profit, one of which was the buying and selling of land, 
Had they inherited their father's interest in real estate? They bought and sub- 
divided the rich, alluvial flats lying immediately west of Pescadero (1890 and 
after), and they frequently bought, sold, and leased farms, At one time, after 
the turn of the century, they owned almost three thousand acres in an irregular 
tract around the headwaters of Pomponio Creek which they called their Pomponio 
Ranch, but as they became established in the city of San Mateo, this land was 
sold off, 


Adrien is said to have been particularly interested in land speculation. He later 

withdrew from the family firm and entered the real estate business in San Fran- 

cisco, His brothers probably had him in mind when they passed a company reso- 
lution stating that whenever company funds were used to purchase land, that 
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property would be considered as held in trust for the company, 


The versatile Levys even dabbled in whaling. The bit of sheltered water under 
Pigeon Point, six miles south of Pescadero, was far from being a good harbor, 
but it was the only possible place for a port in a long stretch of populated coast- 
land, and it actually handled a great deal of shipping. Whaling was the first 
business there, and the Levys undertook to revive it, Lumber has been shipped 
there from time to time in large quantities, and coastal farmers and merchants 
used this 'port'' more than would seem possible today. A warehouse stood under 
the shelter of the point where farmers left their produce to be taken by coastal 
steamers, and in turn, merchandise from the ships was left there for the local 
people to pick up. The lighthouse, not built until 1872, came as a result of dis- 
astrous shipwrecks that occurred there and along the near-by coast, 


Col, Albert S. Evans, our horseback tourist of circa 1871, has given us a de- 
scription of the freight handling as he saw it in operation: ''At Pigeon Point 
there is a semicircular bay, partially sheltered from the northern winds, but 
the heavy swells rolling in from the southwest prevent any wharves being erected. 
Out about two hundred yards from the shore is a high mountain-like rock, rising 
to a level with the steep rock bluff which half encloses the bay, From the bluff 
to the top of this rock stretches a heavy wire cable, kept taut by a capstan, A 
vessel rounding the reef runs into the sheltered cove under this hawser, and thus 
casts anchor, Slings running down the hawser are rigged, and her cargo lifted 
from her deck load by load, run up into the air fifty to a hundred feet, then 
hauled in shore, and landed upon the top of the bluff, Lumber, hay in bales like 
cotton, fruit, potatoes, vegetables, dairy products, etc. etc,, are in like man- 
ner run out and lowered at the right moment on the vessel's decks," 


When the Levy brothers took up whaling, they undoubtedly employed experienced 
Portuguese whalers for this highly technical work; it is fair to assume, there- 
fore, that Col, Evans's lively description of their operations as he observed 
them is also applicable here, though perhaps by this time their use of English 
had improved a little, 


"As we rode up", says Evans, ''two long, sharp single-masted boats, with odd- 
looking sails, shot out to sea, On the point, by the side of flag-staffs, on which 
signals were to be hoisted to guide the boats in their pursuit, crouched two of 
the party with their sea glasses, intently watching the boats and sweeping the 
horizon, 


"Are there any whales about? Oh, yes, plenty! and the speaker handed us his 
glass. About three miles out was a large school of the black hump back species 
sporting in the smooth sea, rising to the surface to blow, showing their black 
backs, and going down again among the sardines on which they were feeding, 
The boats run out with sails set and do not take in their canvas until a whale is 
harpooned, If a new school is discovered, the boats are signaled by the party 
on the Point, Looking through the glass we saw the boats running for the differ- 
ent whales, All was bustle and excitement on board, the harpooners standing in 
the bows ready to strike, and every man at his post. One of the signal men 
could speak a little English, and thus soliloquized for our benefit: 'E blow, 

e blow! One close herd star-board boat! Carraho, now he run! Ze son of sea- 
cook, how he run; dam a he! Believe myself he get away!' Then, carried away 
by his feelings, he proceeded to curse in good Portuguese, honestly and squarely, 
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for fifteen minutes, and I felt my respect for him rising almost to the point of 
admiration. 


"Tired of watching, we at last started off to see what else there was of interest 
at the station. When we returned, near evening, the boats were far down on the 
station, When we returned, near evening, the boats were far down on the edge 
of the horizon, and had apparently fastened to a whale, while another large 
school was playing undisturbed within half a mile of the shore. The trypots 
were placed on the other side of the Point, and there we found a party of men 
busy extracting the oil from heaps of blubber ready cut from a huge hump-back 
wale; flukes and wreck lay on the beach below. They were dripping and farely 
saturated with oil, and everything around was in the same condition, The stink- 
ing fluid ran down the face of the bluff to the water's edge, and the whole place 
was redolent of the perfume, A row of casks filled with oil testified to the suc- 
cess of the business, The tryers told us that they had cut up twelve whales 
already that season, and had killed and lost ten more, The fall season usually 
begins in October, but that year the whales had come down from the Arctic 
regions a month or six weeks earlier, and business had opened good, Last year 
they caught only two humpbacks, the rest being 'California grays'. This year, 
thus far, the whales killed had all been humpbacks,. A good big fellow will yield 
a hundred barrels of oil, but the average is perhaps thirty-five, Whaling is 
carried on in this manner at San Luis Obispo, Monterey, and other points all 
along the coast down to Cape San Lucas. On the hill I noticed a pile of blubber 
scraps from which the oil had been boiled, which are used for lighting fires to 
guide the boats home on dark nights," 


For a merchant in Pescadero, now as well as in earlier years, the farm popu- 
lation constitutes the major part of his patronage, and in the days of the Levy 
brothers, the Steele ranches, south of Pigeon Point, must have been a sizeable 
part of this market, Even though their bulk buying was done directly through 
wholesale dealers (they produced butter and cheese from some 1500 cows), the 
mere supplying of extras and incidentals for their small army of employees 
must have constituted a considerable amount of business. 


The Steele brothers themselves lived elegantly. Though Col. A, S. Evans's 
description was written a decade before the Levys entered the scene, the 
dairies were still operating on a large scale in their day, and one of the Steele 
homes is now (1970) being restored as a county~owned historic landmark, ''Mr. 
Steele asked us to walk back into the garden", says Evans, ''and see what could 
be done in six years in the way of fruit raising on land which had, until quite 
recently, been supposed fit only to raise jackass-rabbits and long horned, 
worthless, and savage Spanish cattle, A little 'arroyo' comes down from the 
canyon in the mountains near the house, and makes a bend around the ground 
selected for a garden. Along the bank of this ‘arroyo! willows and other trees 
were planted to aid the large, scattered live-oaks which stood there in break- 
ing the winds. Thus sheltered, the apple, pear, fig, apricot, peach, soft 
shelled almond, and other trees, grew like weeds, and soon were loaded with 
lucious fruit, "' 
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Other Investments 


The Levys, besides their numerous other activities, even tried sawmilling, 
In February, 1888, they joined with James Hamilton and James McCormick 
in purchasing land on Butano Creek and establishing there a sawmill. The 
mill began its operations in 1891 with a crew of 25 men, The framework of 
their structure is believed now to be a part of a summer cabin - one among 
the many in the Butano valley. In December, 1895, Hamilton lost his life 
at the mill, killed by the explosion of a fast-revolving emery wheel. With 
the product of this mill, the Levys set up a lumber yard around their Pesca- 
dero store, and the mill was operated only as needed to supply this yard, 
They also bought for this purpose the remaining stock of lumber at Barzillai 
Hayward's earlier mill on Pescadero Creek, 


Another Levy investment was in creameries or cheese factories, and this 
serves to remind us that the dairying industry had just at that time been 
revolutionized by the invention (1879) of the mechanical cream separator, 
which did away with the bother of letting the milk stand all day or over night 
in pans for the cream to rise, Indirectly related was an apparent boom in 
the making of cheese which brought the Levys into the business with a chain 
of three cheese factories, One was at Pigeon Point where, according to the 
Santa Cruz newspaper Surf, they leased a large acreage of land and estab- 
lished a dairy of some 600 cows to provide milk for their cheese factory on 
the same property. 


Another such factory, Levy-owned in part at least, was at San Gregorio, to 
buy milk from the farmers of that wide valley. It stood on the hill by the 
roadside, north of the present Peterson & Alsford store, The third was in 
Half Moon Bay; there they acquired the site and building of the old water- 
powered grist mill by the creek and converted it into a cheese factory, Ulti- 
mately, of course, cheese making, like other kinds of manufacturing, became 
concentrated in large centralized factories which made small units unprofit- 
able, , Most of these sideline enterprises that became associated with the Levy 
name were partnerships in which the Levy function was mainly financing and 
probably had little to do with the actual operations, But they do indicate that 
the Levys had become deeply and widely involved in Coastside enterprises, and 
their stores were prepared to supply just about anything a farmer or village 
dweller might need. 


The signs on their Half Moon Bay store indicate how thoroughly the market 

was covered: beginning with ''General Merchandise", specifically itemized 

are ''Agricultural Implements, Paints, Oils etc., Terre Cotta Pipe, Lime & 
Cement, Water Pipe and Fittings, Sash and Doors, Fence Wire, Furniture, 
Upholstery, Stoves and Ranges, Keg & Bottled Beer", and with all this the 
''Stage Office'' and ''Wells Fargo Express,'' Telegraph service they had owned 
from the beginning, and in 1897 arrangements were made to use the same wire, 
from San Mateo through Half Moon Bay to Pescadero, for purposes of the newly 
invented telephone,. 


The Levys themselves also found time for some activity in community living, 
Fernand and Joseph were charter members of the Half Moon Bay Masonic Lodge, 
Fernand having previously been made a Mason in Eldorado County (1870). It 
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happened that the Half Moon Bay Lodge was moved to San Mateo just about the 
same time that the Levys moved over from the Coastside, so their member- 
ship was continuous, and Fernand was also continued in his position as treas- 
urer, L,O, Whitsell, in his History of Masonry in California (San Francisco 
for 61 years (from 1874 to his death in 1935 was "probably a national record", 
Joseph's daughter, Violette, remembers that her father was ''way up" in 
Masonry. We know also that Armand played the piccolo ina Pescadero band, 
and there were doubtless many other Levy activities in community affairs that 
went unrecorded, 


Because of their many scattered interests, their dealings in land, and the 
growth of their stores, the four brothers decided, in the early 1890's, to in 
corporate, Fernand and Joseph had officially registered themselves in 1874 

as a partnership (''LEVY BROS.'')* but this was hardly adequate now for the 
complex operations of the four brothers. A meeting was held for the purpose 
in Half Moon Bay on July 22, 1892, at which Fernand, Adrien, and Armand 
were present, and Fernand's wife, Josephine. Typically, Joseph was not pres- 
ent; throughout his life he seems to have been allergic to business meetings, 
though he apparently accepted the actions taken at such meetings, The stock 
subscribed at this meeting was as follows: Fernand $37,000 (370 shares), 
Joseph $37,000, Adrien $35,000, Armand $4,000, and Josephine $1,000. Total 
$114,000, Fernand was elected president, Joseph vice president, Armand sec- 
retary, and Adrien treasurer. 


Early in 1898 a newspaper item announced an important new venture: Levy’ 
Brothers, the Coastside merchants, were planning to open a branch store in 
San Mateo, Fernand would be in charge, so ran the story, and his family would 
be moving over shortly from Half Moon Bay, 


The reason for this move, as cited in Levy family memoranda, was that Fer- 
nand now had children coming of high school age and there was no high school 
on the Coastside, The San Mateo Union High School District was just then being 
formed, whereas on the Coastside no local high school was foreseeable at that 
time, But there were other reasons as well for this new venture which turned 
out to be much more than a new San Mateo '"'branch;'' it was a shrews move and 
well timed, Important new developments were coming to the Bay side of the 
Peninsula which, business-wise, held greater prospects for the future than any - 
thing that could be expected on the Coastside.. 


One event in evidence of this was San Mateo's recently having become an incor-~ 
porated city (1894), the second in the county, Plans were also afoot for the ex« 
tending of the electric trolly car service from San Francisco to San Mateo, and 
on down the Peninsula - ultimately, it was hoped, to Santa Cruz. New subdivi- 
sions of property were filling up with homes, and population was rapidly increas- 
ing. With all this in mind, Fernand moved "over the hill'' from Half Moon Bay, 
and was soon followed by Joseph and his family, A small place to opena store 
was found on Main Street, facing the railway station, but once established there, 


*In the company's first documentary records the name was written LEVY BROS, 


a oe 


al ua a ed ae el ee 


* 


or Eg og gE Eg Eg EE gz | 


ee. rama 
THE *B” STREET STORE 
The Wisnom family built this building for the Levys and leased it to them from 1900 until 1917. Note that 


“B” Street had not yet been paved and the street car tracks for the trolley system from San Francisco. This is 
the same building occupied by Wisnom Hardware at the present. 


THE ’06 EARTHQUAKE 
The quake severely damaged the ‘“B” Street store, and it was closed for over one week. Edmond Levy was a 
student at Stanford, and rushed home to help his father and uncles re-open the store. Sources of food were 
scarce after the quake and customers lined up with baskets outside the store at 7 AM. 
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a lease arrangement was soon made with Robert W. Wisnom to erect for Levy 
Brothers larger and more permanent quarters on B Street - the buildings now 
occupied by the Wisnom Hardware Store. Here Levy Brothers' general store, 
later called a department store, operated for most of two decades - or more 
precisely, until 1917. 


Mr. D. Gordon Bromfield, who was at the time a small boy living in San Mateo, 
remembered the coming of the Levy store, In his book, The San Mateo We Knew, 
(Santa Barbara 1957), he thus describes the event: ''In 1900 they opened their 
first store in our town, located on the west side of B Street midway between 
First and Second Avenues. Our old Herbst grocery store on the same street had 
supplied us for years, but the arrival of a stronger and keen competitor was ev-~ 
idently too much for Charlie Herbst, for he quickly ‘folded his tent and departed 
----- . This new and better store in our town created much comment as it be- 
gan operations at the hands of the two older brothers, Fernand and Joseph Levy, 
and a number of times my mother referred to the fact that many foodstuffs were 
being offered by them for less than prices in competing smaller stores, This 
could well be done by a firm that had become strongly entrenched financially, as 
Levy Brothers was even in that day, In the course of a few months they had 
garnered most of the business in San Mateo and surroundings,'"' 


After the San Mateo store became well established, the Coastside outlets, were, 
one by one, disposed of, but as late as 1902 the advertisement in the weekly San 
Mateo Leader was headed, ''Levy Brothers Incorporated, San Mateo, Half 

Moon Bay, San Gregorio, Pescadero,'' But soon their Half Moon Bay store-was 
taken over by other Levys (of no blood relationship) whose sign read "'H, & F, 
Levy, The Cash Store", indicating a radical change in policy from the original 
Levys' credit system, Their handsome new two-story building, on the corner 
of Kelly Avenue and Purissima Street, was erected just in time to be leveled 

by the earthquake of 1906, but it was quickly rebuilt and still stands today, 


To the Levys in San Mateo, the earthquake was a temporary setback but hardly 
a disaster, The upper front of their store fell into the street, but the walls held 
firm, The day of the quake Fernand's only son Edmond, who was an engineer- 
ing student at Stanford University, rushed home to assist in cleaning up the 
debris and re-opening the store, It took some days to board up a temporary 
front and put the stock back on the shelves, but within two weeks after the quake 
their newspaper advertisement was announcing ''Levy Brothers Open for Busi- 
ness'', Service was through the rear or "delivery entrance'', and customers 
lined up at opening time (7:00 A, M, ) with their baskets; sources of food were 
so few that more customers came to Levy's than could be served all at once, 


In those early days, Robert Bonner, who became manager of the hardware de- 
partment, was found also to possess a beautiful baritone singing voice which 
was often heard during the early hours before the store opened, Joseph and 
Fernand Levy requested their favorites - 'Silver Threads Among the Gold", 
"Annie Laurie", and ''My Ain Folk" among others, some of which were not 
quite so proper, One version of the story has it that other staff members 
joined in the singing and early customers lined up as much to hear this '"morn- 
ing choir'' as to buy groceries, 


The new ''city of San Mateo", when the Levys moved in, had long been hemmed 
in by "estates" that clung jealously to their wide-open spaces; but the village!! 


His 


was nop breaking through these barriers, Its corporate boundaries were as 
follows: onthe west, a line drawn by compromise with the Howards and 
Parrotts 900 feet west of El Camino Real; on the north the boundary was at 
Barroilhet and Peninsular avenues; the south line was at Ninth Avenue (the 
edge of the Hayward Estate), and on the east the bay shore, including Coyote 
Point, By 1900 there were within these limits 1, 832 inhabitants; but by 1910 
that number had more than doubled, 


But even within the city's boundaries the ''estates' controlled a considerable 
amount of space, The present city park was the landscaped grounds of the 
Kohl residence, and from this property northward to the creek, between El 
Camino and Ellsworth Street, the land was all held by the Parrotts and the 
Taylors, The business section's only outlets to El Camino Real were via 
Fifth Avenue and Baldwin, 


The center of the original town map had been the railway station and Main 
Street, but the business district had spread out from the station into B Street, 
and the residential area was growing rapidly in the only directions open to it, 
namely, to the north and east. As early as 1889 the land had been thrown on 
the market eastward to Humboldt Street and northward to Bellevue Avenue. 
Some of the finest early residences had been along Delaware Street, east of 
the railroad, and now lots were being sold at auction for expensive residences 
west of El Camino in San Mateo Park, where the esthetic but complicated maze 
of winding streets created by Davenport Bromfield was a novel feature that 
caught the fancy of many newcomers, 


As the Levys settled permanently in San Mateo, Fernand built his home at 
No. 724 Laurel Avenue on land formerly belonging to the Kohl estate, and 
Joseph chose for his home the corner of Baldwin Avenue and El Camino Real, 
now occupied by a gas station, After he and Maria moved into the Perichon 
House, Armand's widow, Nathalie, and her children, took over his house 
(No. 1 Baldwin. ) 


The San Mateo business directory of 1890 presents an interesting picture of 

the scene into which the Levys moved, There were two ''general merchandise" 
establishments, the best known being Husing Brothers at Third and B; two drug 
stores, two variety stores, two butcher shops, two blacksmith shops, and one 
machinist, two plumbing shops, two barber shops, and two shoemakers, There 
was also a livery stable, a drygoods store, a bakery, a jeweler, a harness 
shop, a furniture store, a cigar store, a tailor, anda family doctor, In addi- 
tion to these were Wisnom's lumber yard and contracting business, and the San 
Mateo Leader office, 


The Leader, San Mateo's first successful newspaper, was founded in 1889 by 
two very young men - C, N, Kirkbride and R. H, Juty. Kirkbride soon left to 
study law but returned to become a leading citizen of San Mateo throughout his 
long life; he was Levy Brothers’ legal counsel for almost half a century, ''Dick"' 
Jury made the paper a progressive influence in the town; it was also the first 
newspaper ever to carry Levy Brothers' advertisements, 
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Suburban Expansion 


The Levy policy in San Mateo, as it had been on the Coastside, was to carry 
almost everything that people might want to buy, from ladies' shawls to farm 
machinery, and from sugar to wines and liquors; and they put the merchan- 
dise where people could see it, Photographs of the Half Moon Bay store show 
plows and mowing machines out in front, and inside we may be sure the 

shelves were bursting with merchandise and sometimes overflowing on the 
counter. In San Mateo, at the B Street store, the same conditions prevailed, 
and the field covered was emphatically ''general'' merchandise, The newspaper 
advertisements featured both "quality Oxford'' shoes and "bric a brac"', as well 
as soda crackers and stoves, Later the announcements spoke of ''three sepa- 
rate stores under one roof - Hardware, Groceries, and Drygoods.'' Ultima- 
tely, at this site, there were four connected stores with entrances on B Street - 
hardware, groceries; drygoods, and gents' furnishings, In the rear, where 
now is Wisnom's parking lot, was the loading zone for deliveries, with the 
business office just inside, 


These were the days of take-orders-and-deliver, and as the business expanded, 
one man gave full time to taking orders from house to house. Jack Selley, who 
had then just come to California from England, well remembers his experi- 
ence on this job, as he pioneered the spread of Levy clientele up and down the 
Peninsula, After working for a period of weeks in each department of the store 
so as to become acquainted with the merchandise and the prices, and for some 
training by Fernand Levy in the art of salesmanship, he set out from house to 
house taking orders, Fernand's oft-repeated motto was, according to Jack, 
"Keep the confidence of the customer,.'' Mr, Selley worked out a route for each 
day so that in a week's time he could cover the entire area from San Bruno to 
Belmont, traveling first with a horse and buggy and later with a Ford car, 
These were the early years of the Peninsula's commuter towns; they were 
small but were growing rapidly. In time he had, for each day's route, a list of 
regular customers and, of course, was always seeking out new ones, His or- 
ders, when turned in at the store, were put up and delivered by someone else 
the following day. 


It appears that Fernand Levy was both a steadying influence and the principal 
guide, internally at least, in developing this expanding business, by planning, 
promoting, and coaching his people in salesmanship, Training sessions were 
held after hours, or in the evenings, in which the employees practiced selling 
to each other and were instructed in the proper approach, Often sales repre- 
sentatives of manufacturers or wholesale distributers were present to explain 
the particular features of their goods, Evidence of the Levy firm's success in 
building a flourishing business is the fact that staples like sugar and flour came 
to be bought in car-load lots, and Levy's became known as the largest store 
between San Francisco and San Jose, 
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THE SPEEDY: DELIVERY SERVICE 


Bert Lyons and the special delivery wagon from the ‘’B” Street store. Before telephones this wagon would 
take ‘‘orders” and deliver the following day. 


SPEEDIER SERVICE 


The first gas-powered wooden wagon made its appearance in San Mateo in 1910. With its chain drive and Rio 
engine, this delivery wagon could make many more deliveries on ‘‘one haul’’ and return for the lunch and the 
afternoon “haul”. However, it had to back up steep hills throughout County, because with no gas pump the 
gas would not flow into the motor. 
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Within the Store 


Fernand's fatherly ways seem to have developed a strong loyalty among the 
employees, which is illustrated by an incident, also told by Jack Selley. A 
woman called the store just at closing time to explain frantically that she 
had invited guests for dinner that evening but had forgotten to order a very 
essential item for her cooking, namely, a package of yeast cakes, Was there 
any way that the store could possibly bring her a yeast cake? She was as- 
sured that it would be done, but the man on whom this ''silly" bit of duty fell 
saw it differently, He cursed indignantly to high heaven and raved about his 
right to go home instead of making a long trip, after hours, witha --- ---- 
yeast cake! Fernand took charge of the situation, but he was not ruffled, and 
there was no hint of "do this or else!" Instead, there was a quiet talk about 
the poor lady whose ''whole life'' for that evening depended upon her getting a 
yeast cake and how it was incumbent upon the store, in this crisis, to come 
to her rescue, Of course, the man quieted down - and delivered the yeast 
cake, 


Among the employees generally, the two principal owners were referred to as 
"Uncle Ferd" and ''Uncle Joe", but each was personally addressed as ''Mr., 
Levy.'!' However, relationships all around were cordial and never strained, 
At noon time, it is said, Fernand usually took a short after-lunch nap while 
Joe enjoyed a card game at the cigar store down the street, In the rear of the 
store stood the two usual "'out-houses'', one for men and one for women, and 
the men's room, at least, had no roof, This provided a tempting invitation 
for the time-honored trick of tossing a shower of water over the top when the 
place was known to be occupied. On one such occasion, to the great embar- 
rassment of the prankster, the occupant turned out to be Fernand Levy! But 
there was no inquisition afterward, and, to someone's great relief, no at- 
tempt at punishment, 


Joe, when in the store, was usually to be found in the clothing and dry goods 
department, but instead of staying behind the counter or in an office, he was 
apt to be out in front glad-handing the customers, He could speak almost any 
language, and while on the Coastside he had established great rapport with the 
Portuguese farmers by bantering them in their own dialect; to them he was al- 
ways ''Uncle Joe", and after the move to San Mateo they often dropped in just 
to greet him and swap jokes, 


As telephones in homes became a common thing, an increasing number of 
people called in to place their orders for delivery. Mrs, Myrtle Pride (who 
still works for Levys) remembers as a high school girl being assigned the 
single duty of taking telephoned grocery orders; a little later two girls were 
kept busy handling these calls, In 1902, Mame Walker of Woodside, who was 
Mrs, Joseph Levy's niece, came to work in the store and live with her Aunt 
Maria and Uncle Joe, doing chores for her room and board, Her first job at 
the store was to sweep the sidewalk; but later she became the cashier and man- 
aged the first overhead trolley system between the clerks on the floor and the 
cashier's office, The store hours then were 7:00 A, M,. to 6:00 P. M, and Sat- 
urday nights until 9:00! Another niece in the Walker family who worked in the 
store was Mabel Bowman, daughter of Margaret Walker Bowman, 
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It is believed that the Levy Bros. firm was one of the pioneers in making Santa 
Claus a store feature at Christmas time, One year, in the B Street Store, the 
man who had been hired to play this part became ill, and as a substitute, Wong 
Yuen, the store's faithful and efficient Chinese janitor, was pressed into ser- 
vice, Since the store was close to Chinatown, many children from there flocked 
into the store to see this curious feature of the white man's world, as well as to 
get some of the candy and cookies that he handed out. Imagine their consterna- 
tion this time when this mysterious character talked to them in their own langu- 
age! Wong, being by nature something of a clown, took full advantage of the 
situation by chattering on and on to them in Chinese, 


The front windows in the B Street building were used to good advantage, Though 
in the years when the Levys were there the art of window-display arrangements 
had not yet become a profession, the Levys seem to have used them, if not al- 
ways to display their own merchandise, at least to attract attention. One regu- 
lar Levy customer, who is quite sane and does not indulge in strong drink, 
insists that at one time she saw in the main window ''two large rattlesnakes and 
a lot of baby rattlers!"! 


Some of the merchandising methods of those days, such as personal service over 
the counter, seem a far cry from today's super-markets, but one device that was 
common then as well as now is the ''specials''", The Levy advertisement in the 
weekly newspaper often contained a list of items in the grocery department show- 
ing the regular prices together with the current special bargain price, but the 
'specials'' were not limited to groceries, One ad said, ''For ten days we will 
give 10% discount on any steel range in our store'', and another offered special 
bargains in ''quality oxfords, white goods, groceries, and ornamental fences," 


For institutions that bought groceries and other supplies on contract, such as 

the Spring Valley Water Company or the county poor farm, the Levys usually 

got the contract, But they also, in a quiet way, contributed generously to charity 
in the form of donated groceries, The clerks all knew that a white tag on a bag or 
box of groceries meant it was a pre-paid order, and a yellow tag was a charge, 
But not infrequently an order went out with no tag at all, simply an address, The 
employees knew that this was a donation to a needy family, but they did not know 
who it was or why. Such "'orders'' were usually put up by one of the Levys them- 
selves, and old-time employees agree that such donations were by no means 
infrequent, 


In the Levy family, meanwhile, some changes occurred during the period of the 
B Street store that were important in the management of the business, Adrien 
Levy, being more interested in real estate than in groceries and hardware, with- 
drew from the firm about 1906, selling his stock to Edmond (Fernand's son), 
Already, at age 22 (in 1906), Edmond was stepping into his ageing father's place 
as store manager, and he had become the hope of the family for their future in 
business, In 1909, Armand died; he never had been robust, and although he was 
the youngest of the four brothers, he was the first to pass away, His place on 
the board of directors was taken by Edmond, who also was elected secretary of 
the board, Other places on the board were taken by women - Fernand's wife 
Josephine, Joseph's daughter Cecile Andersen, and Armand's widow Nathalie. 
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The Second Avenue Store 


During the period of the Levy store on B Street, there were also important 
changes in the San Mateo business district. Commercial establishments 
filled up B Street from Baldwin to Fourth Avenue, and overflowed into the side 
streets, Second Avenue was opened through the former Taylor property to El 
Camino Real, and on it were now a number of important buildings, one of 
them being the Perichon House which became a widely known French-style ho- 
tel; Joe Levy and his wife Maria, in their later years, left their home at No. l 
Baldwin and lived in this hotel, Beside it, near the corner, was a small ''Car- 
negie" library, forerunner of today's San Mateo City Library, The creek was 
bridged on Griffith Avenue (now San Mateo Drive), connecting that street with 
Second Avenue, 


Saint Matthew's Catholic Church, as it stands today, was erected (about 1900) 

on property donated by the Parrotts which included the site of the present post 
office, but this latter part of the donated land remained vacant for many years, 
The block of property between Third and Fifth avenues, from Ellsworth out to 

El Camino Real, remained the homes of two Parrott girls, Mrs. Christian de 

Guigne and Mrs, A, H, Payson, 


The first Parrott property to be sold off was the strip on the east side of Ells- 
worth Avenue, and this is where the Levys took an active part in the changing 
scene, It appears from the Levy records that they looked for room to expand 
on B Street but were unable to reach an agreement with the Wisnoms, Seeking 
an alternative, they found that the Parrott agents were willing to negotiate, 
and after some bargaining, a lease arrangement was made under which the 
Parrott Investment Company would erect a building for LEVY BROS. on the 
southeast corner of Ellsworth and Second Avenue, to be ready for occupancy 
onawanuary, le Ol. 


Built to meet Levy Brothers' needs, the building's 120-foot front on Second 
Avenue had three entrances (after the pattern on B Street), but it was all one 
building with an impressive facade, and consisted of one large room, Thus 
the interior was much more flexible than the previous quarters had been, In 
the rear there was a short alley off Ellsworth Street for a loading and delivery 
zone, and there was also a large basement for receiving and storing merchan- 
dise, This building (which now houses Darcy's Sport Shop and a school for 
beauticians) was Levy Brothers' Store for fourteen years, 


In this one-room store, the problem of contact between the selling clerk on 
the floor and the cashier, who now was placed on a mezzanine or balcony, was 
a little simpler than it had been formerly with the store in two or more sepa- 
rate rooms, The earliest system generally used in large stores, as some old= 
timers may still remember, was a basket hung ona wire, The clerk put the 
customer's money and the sales slip in the basket and sent it up to the cashier 
by the simple device of pulling a string, and the cashier returned the change 
and receipt in the same way, But Levy Bros., even on B Street, had intro- 
duced the improved trolley system that shot a closed capsule as if from a gun 
back and forth between the clerk and cashier, going through or around the 
partitions, 
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One needs to bear in mind here that when this move into new quarters was 
made a great war was raging in Europe and four months later, on April 6,1917, 
the United States became a part of it by an act of Congress declaring war on 
Germany, The war ended by the signing of an armistice on November 11,1918, 
The two Levy brothers, when the war came, had at least reached the normal 
age of retirement, and Edmond, at 33, was managing the business. Both his 
age and his responsibilities as the head of a business firm exempted him from 
military duty, but he accepted appointment in the Red Cross service, with the 
rank of major, and actually spent about two years in Paris in charge of the 
Commissary Department, During his absence, the responsibility for manag- 
ing the business fell again (at age 69) on Fernand, 


A spectacular event during the period of the Second Avenue store was the one 
occasion in the Levy history of stores in towns and country villages when they 
had any serious encounter with fire, At 6:45 on Sunday morning, August 6, 1922, 
the night clerk at the Hotel Saint Matthew across the street called the fire de- 
partment to report that smoke was pouring out of the Levy basement, It was 
later decided that some building material called "tar board" had taken fire by 
spontaneous combustion; one result of this was that the greatest difficulty in 
fighting the fire was caused by the black, billowing smoke, One member of the 
fire department, Carl Turner, had to be dragged out unconscious from suffo- 
cation, Help in the form of special equipment was called for, first from Hills- 
borough and then from San Francisco, so that four hours elapsed before the 
fire was brought under control. By that time the basement was "gutted", the 
floor above it was burned through, and merchandise generally, together with 
the shelves on which it was stacked, were tumbling into the flaming cauldron 
below, 


The damage was placed by Edmond Levy at $75,000, but it was fully covered 
by insurance, The grocery department was the first to re-open for business, 
conducted temporarily in the large receiving room in the rear of the building 
and consisting mainly at first of taking telephoned orders for delivery, 


What About Burlingame 2 


By the time of the Second Avenue store, the Levys had become acutely aware 

of their patronage by a growing number of very wealthy families - not only the 
old-time Howards and Parrotts, but now the Crockers, Carolans and other new- 
comers who were associated with the widely-publicised Burlingame Country 
Club, One means of catering to this well-to-do suburban clientele was the send- 
ing of a motor truck twice daily to San Francisco to keep the store up to the 
minute in fancy fresh fruits and delicate pastries, as well as novelties in other 
departments, Personal reactions to this situation varied, even among the Levys 
themselves; Joseph opposed any special consideration of wealth or distinction, 
but Edmond believed they should encourage this trade by improving their store 
as well as the merchandise, or perhaps go as far as opening a second Levy store 
in the new town of Burlingame. For this reason we must pause here in the Levy 
story to account briefly for the origin of two new towns whose names were then 
freighted with a special kind of glamor - namely, Burlingame and Hillsborough, 
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Ever since the days of William C, Ralston, the San Mateo County maps had 
carried an outline of a place called Burlingame, named in honor of Anson 
Burlingame, President Lincoln's Minister to China; but in all those years no 
actual town had appeared, Mr, Burlingame had bought land down the Penin- 
sula, probably with the hope of some day making it his home, but he died in 
Russia while conducting a party of Chinese princes and mandarins on a tour 
of Europe. 


Then at the turn of the century, when ''country clubs" came into vogue, a 
group of San Francisco's wealthy young men took up this new idea, found 
suitable land on the property once owned by Mr. Burlingame, and fittingly 
called their venture in expensive sports and recreation the Burlingame 
Country Club, Some members of the club built elaborate summer homes 
down the Peninsula, and since at least one of them was financially connected 
with the Southern Pacific Company, they easily arranged for a railway station 
to be built near their club's headquarters, called, of course, the Burlingame 
Station, The station-master there for a long period of years was George W, 
Gates, founder of one of Burlingame's leading merchant families, 


All this could have been done without attracting any unusual publicity but when 
the club engaged in tournaments of polo games and English-style fox hunting, 
this was different, Not only were the polo games and polo ponies written up 
elaborately in the sports news, but imagine the gathering of mounted men at 
the Burlingame station, riding the finest of horses and decked out in white 
riding breeches, gleaming red jackets and black velvet hunting caps! The 
exotic scene included also a pack of hounds, ready to take off in pell mell pur- 
suit of an imaginary fox whose "'trail'' had been created by the scattering of 
anise seed, Such scenes in our day might be taken as no more than mildly un- 
usual, but at that time they were a sensation and were given wide publicity, 
And they always took place "at Burlingame,"' 


Real estate men, of course, did not fail to take advantage of an opportunity 
such as this, Subdivisions were laid out near this new station and lots sold; 
modest homes were built, a store or two appeared facing the Burlingame sta- 
tion, By the landmark year of 1906, there were some twenty new homes 
scattered over these Burlingame subdivisions. 


The rather novel idea of living in the country and commuting to jobs or business 
in a near-by city was gaining popularity everywhere in those days, and on this 
Peninsula, besides San Mateo and Burlingame, there were new subdivisions 
with lots for sale at Millbrae, San Bruno, and South San Francisco, as well as 
in towns farther south, But in Burlingame, because of the glamor associated 
with the name, lots cost a little more, and living there was a little more ex-~ 
pensive, Burlingame merchants had to give top quality service because they 
catered not only to the new settlers near the station but alto to the "people on 
the hill,'' Up there too the community had outgrown the original Country-Club 


group but most of the settlers were people who could afford, like them, a high 
level of living, 


Famous names added to the glamor, In the area that later became Hillsborough 
besides the descendants of the early Howards and Poetts, there were now the 
luxurious homes of W, H, Crocker whose father built the transcontinental rail- 
road, and his son J. B. Crocker; there was J. Kruttschnitt of the Southern Paci- 
fic Company, George Pope, J. D. Grant, and others of like financial standing, 
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The well-known Francis J, Carolan was the son of a well-known San Francisco 
hardware merchant but his wife Harriett was heiress to a large share of the 
fabulous Pullman Parlor Car fortune accumulated by her father. The Carolans 
first lived at the site of today's Burlingame High School and they provided on 
their extensive acreage there a polo field and race track along Burlingame 
Avenue east of the railroad, which became a rendezvous site for the wealthy 
where they could come with ''coach and four'' for the games and races, (The 
Carolan mansion in Hillsborough came later), 


Into this picture of 1906 came the famous San Francisco earthquake and fire 
that interrupted everything; but ultimately, its principal effect, down the Pen- 
insula, was the speeding up of changes that were already taking place. Among 
the many thousands who were victims of the disaster, some found themselves 
destitute; some succeeded in salvaging a portion of their property, while others 
were able to cover their losses by insurance, But what they all had in common 
was that everyone had to start over again, and the common question was, 
where? Realtors down the Peninsula, of course, were eager to help them an~ 
swer this question with another: ''why not down the Peninsula?'' Sunshine and 
flowers, the open spaces, rapid transit by steam or electric line - all of these 
suggestions went into the sales talk, In some of the peninsular towns, only a 
few dollars in down payment were required to buy a lot, then the new "owner" 
could build his own house, perhaps living in a tent, 


But the Burlingame realtors catered to a better-off class of buyers, and the 
glamor associated with the ''exclusive" nature of the community attracted people 
who could afford the price. Allin all, Burlingame became one of the fastest- 
growing towns onthe Peninsula, From the twenty homes of 1906, containing 
perhaps as many as a hundred people, the population in 1907 was estimated to 
be one thousand, and by 1910, after incorporation, it was officially placed at 
1585. The annexation of various subdivisions to the north had by then brought 
the Broadway area into the city of Burlingame, and a special census in 1914 
showed a population of 2, 849. 


This rapid expansion of Burlingame had the effect of frightening the owners of 
"estates! in the adjoining hills into a defensive incorporation of their own (1910) 
which they named the Town of Hillsborough. This new municipality was dedi-~ 
cated from its inception to the maintenance of a ''rural'' atmosphere - no side- 
walks or curbstones, the streets simulating country roads, and no business 
district, Merchants generally took notice of this last restriction; it meant op- 
portunities for business in adjoining towns and probably would make adjacent 
Burlingame the principal shopping center for the wealthy ''people on the hill," 


The Levy Response 


The Levys, of course, were not unaware of these developments, but they were 
undergoing a period of crisis in their own affairs, As they prepared to move 
into their new Second Avenue store (to open Jan, 1, 1917), Fernand passed his 
sixty-eighth birthday earlier that year, and Joseph turned 66 on Christmas day. 
But then, as noted above, came World War I which took Edmond off to Europe 
(1918-19) and during his absence it was Fernand who again took charge of the 
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store. Joe, at 67, was still the free-lance public relations man whose interests 
were many and not all related to the family-owned business, A story of the 
days when he and Fernand were together in the Half Moon Bay is illustrative, 
Joe at that time (so goes the story) became absorbed in the raising of a new 
breed of chickens and took great pride in producing new strains and giving eggs 
to his friends - so much so that he often failed to show up at the store, On one 
of these occasions Fernand, ''to teach him a lesson", closed the store and 

went off to the beach. But the lesson apparently had little, if any, lasting ef- 
fects, for Joe just wasn't made to stay put in any situation. He had his opinions 
on store management, however, and as to catering to the Hillsborough people in 
particular, he strongly opposed it, but his protests were largely ignored, 


On Edmond's return from Europe, Fernand, now in his seventies, slipped into 
retirement, though he lived to be 85. His wife, Josephine, outlived him and 
was still an attractive and charming woman when this writer interviewed her in 
1938, In 1925 Joe's wife, Hannah Maria, died (after a prolonged sickness) and 
Joe discovered, about the same time, that he had a serious illness, He then 
took off with his eldest daughter for a tour of Europe, He died in 1928. Thus 
Edmond, from the time he returned after the war, found himself the lone mem- 
ber of the Levy tribe who was eligible and able to take up management of the 
store that was their common source of livelihood, 


Edmond Levy, in this situation, turned to his friend and former boyhood pal, 
John D. ("Jack") Bromfield, suggesting that he join the firm, John was born 

in San Mateo (1887), son of Davenport Bromfield who (with his wife and a daugh- 
ter had come to California from Australia, educated in civil engineering in the 
highly cultured city of Melbourne, Especially gifted as a surveyor and map 
maker, the first Mr. Bromfield became county engineer and in that position he 
did the first accurate mapping of some of the most rugged portions of this Pen- 
insula, His many other precise and artistic maps of local areas are a rich part 
of our county's heritage. Jack, first following in his father's footsteps, also 
studied engineering, but later he found a more interesting field in newspaper 
work, After serving as reporter and editor of Peninsula news for San Francisco 
papers, he founded San Mateo County's first daily paper, the San Mateo News- 
Leader, which was later merged with the San Mateo Times, He also was active 
in numerous community affairs as high school and junior college trustee, in 
Rotary Club,. Boy Scouts, .Y.M,.C.A.«,,.etc, 


Edmond was now feeling the need for sucha person in the Levy firm, to relieve 
him from carrying alone the entire responsibility for the family business, Did 
he suspect then that he had a heart ailment that could possibly cut his own life 
short? Probably not, At least no one else seemed to anticipate any such dis- 
aster, But Edmond did succeed in arranging a partnership which accomplished 
two things: (1) it brought Bromfield into the Levy firm, and (2) it got the Levys 
into Burlingame. Privately, the arrangement was that LEVY BROS, and John 
Bromfield shared equally as partners in the purchase of Tiddy Brothers' grocery 
store on Burlingame Avenue; but the public announcements (in October, 1920) 
simply stated that LEVY BROS. had purchased the store and John Bromfield was 
to be the manager of this and any other Levy enterprises in Burlingame, The 
business referred to was in the three-story building on the north side of Burlin- 
game Avenue between Lorton Avenue and California Drive, 
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One of the "'assets'' acquired by the Levy firm with this purchase was a young 
man, Emil Cereghino, who had formerly owned a grocery store on the corner 
of Lorton Avenue (then called Main Street) but had sold out and entered the 
employ of Tiddy Brothers. Edmond Levy persuaded him to stay on with the 
Levy firm, which he did for thirty-three years, Still widely known despite 
his quiet manner and retiring nature, his clear memory has been helpful be- 
yond measure in the writing of this Levy history. He was manager of Levys' 
Burlingame grocery department until it was closed out, and after that the 
liquor department until the time of his retirement, 


But in 1920, for the two former boyhood pals, Edmond Levy and John Brom- 
field, this venture was only a beginning. They were looking toward a perma- 
nent Levy stake in Burlingame in a building of their own; and their maneuver - 
ing to acquire a suitable corner for this purpose brought them into an episode 
of dealings with the Burlingame Methodist Church which developed some 
rather comical siutations, For the beginnings of this we must go back a little. 


Acquiring a Burlingame Site 


Burlingame Avenue had originally been the entrance lane from the County Road 
(El Camino Real) to a well known horse-breeding farm; it was lined on either 
side by a row of eucalyptus trees and another of cypress, with bicycle paths 
between, But with the coming of the Country Club, the horse farm closed down 
and the Burlingame railroad station was placed dramatically across the mid- 
dle of this lane, When a town began to take shape, it was without any precon- 
ceived plan, and if any thought at all was given to a place for the business 
district, it got no farther than the assumption that Burlingame Square, surround - 
ing the station, would serve that purpose, plus a short ''Main Street'', now a 
part of Lorton Avenue, West of these all would be residential area, out to the 
County Road, 


The original tract map for the south side of Burlingame Avenue (drawn in 1907) 
shows a row of extra large lots, obviously intended to be ''villa lots" for high 
class residences - 100 feet wide by 130 feet deep, extending back to a creek 
which is now covered to form a service road, The first deviation from this 
plan was the entrance of a church, Early in 1908, the Methodist pastor in San 
Mateo, the Reverend Samuel Quickmire, had decided that there should be a 
Burlingame Methodist Church, and together with B, L. Grow and other real 
estate men, he persuaded his bishop to buy a site for it before all the good 
places were taken, The site they selected was the westerly half of the hundred- 
foot lot that bordered the east side of Primrose Road, where the Levy store 
now stands. A small church was built on the corner, facing Burlingame Avenue, 
and a parsonage in the rear, fronting on Primrose. Soon it was found that the 
parsonage was cramped for want of a back yard, hence another piece of the big 
lot was purchased, forty-five feet wide, along the creek, 


After a decade or so had passed, and Burlingame had mushroomed into a city 
of more than three thousand people, the church was overflowing ‘into tents for 
Sunday school classes; but when the trustees looked into the possibility of ac- 
quiring more space, they found themselves stymied by a person none other than 
John Bromfield, Scattered bits of factual evidence indicate that this is what had 
happened: 
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Bromfield (and Edmond Levy) had quietly decided that the right spot for a Levy 
store in Burlingame was the corner where the Methodist Church stood (the 
north side of Burlingame Avenue was not yet on the market), and that ten to 
fifteen years of growth were tending to show that this was far from being an 
ideal place for a church, surrounded as it soon would be by business estab- 
lishments, Confident that ultimately everyone would agree, including the Meth- 
odists themselves, LEVY BROS, had bought an option on the remaining portion 
of the large lot on which the church stood (a 50-by-85 foot strip lying next to 
the church), 


When the Methodist committee found this out and approached Mr. Bromfield on 
the subject, he had no difficulty in persuading them that he was right in his an- 
alysis of the situation; and the church committee further found that, by selling 
the church site at the price LEVY BROS. offered for it, they could buy a lar- 
ger and more desirable site for the church. Hence the offer was accepted, 
with the stipulation that the church and parsonage would be moved off the prop- 
erty; and the present site on Howard Avenue was bought for the church, 


But when it came to moving the church, there were some fireworks, The 
church building was too wide to pass between the two rows of trees that had been 
planted on Primrose Road, and the proposal to cut down some of the trees 
brought ona crisis, City officials were willing to permit the cutting of some of 
the trees but the home owners along the way had different ideas, The chairman 
of the building committee, having quietly obtained the city's permission to cut 
all of the trees on one side of the street, planned a coup by which he hoped to 
have them all cut down in the early morning while the inhabitants were not look- 
ing. But there was some delay over a tree that had grown up into the electric 
wires, and presently the church chairman found himself facing an angry woman 
with a shotgun who was determined at all costs to save her tree! 


The whole matter had to be called off for the time being, but after tempers had 
cooled a canvas was made of the property owners along the way, the trees were 
cut down where owners gave permission. The church was zig-zagged down the 
street, by-passing the still-standing trees, and finally reached its destination, 
St. Catherine's Catholic church and parsonage then stood in that block, north 
of Howard and east of Primrose, hence the pastor, Father James Grant, was 
one of the persons concerned, but he proved to be one of the most cooperative 
in this Methodist dilemma, Later his parish also found it necessary to move 
farther south, away from the growing business district, 


Two Levy Stores 


As soon as LEVY BROS, had acquired title to the former church property, the 
store was erected, as designed by Col. E, L, Norberg, and substantially as it 
stands today so far as the exterior is concerned. The interior has been re- 
modeled many times, In 1924 the business was expanded by the purchase of 
the Bonner Hardware store at the Park Road corner now occupied by the Bank 
of America, and the stock was incorporated in the general Levy store, 


About 1925 a further expansion of the Levy business was made in the acquiring 
of the agency for Buick Motor Company with outlets in both Burlingame and 
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FIRST BUICK AGENCY IN COUNTY 
Edmond Levy (son of Fernand) and Lee Ross went to Detroit by train in 1916 and drove “cross country” 
back to San Mateo to prove the durability of the new Buicks. Later that year the Levys brought in the first 
rail shipment of Buicks and were the Buick agents until 1927. 
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1927 MASTER “6” BUICK SEDAN 
The Levys sold these beautiful autos in Burlingame and in San Mateo. This elegant car with only 36,000 miles 
remains in “mint condition”, with the original mohair and in perfect running condition. It has won 1st place 


in three concours auto shows in recent years, and will be given to a lucky customer during the Centennial 
Celebration in 1972. 
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San Mateo, The Burlingame Buick center was in the building on California 
Drive just south of the railroad station, and the one in San Mateo was on 
Ellsworth Street facing west, adjoining the loading zone at the back of the 
Second Avenue Levy store, These outlets were held for about ten years, or 
until the general agency was acquired by the Howard Buick firm, 


Another step in LEVY BROS. diversification was taken during the booming 
1920's. While Bromfield was developing the Burlingame store, Edmond Levy 
was acquiring a section of the former Hayward Estate in San Mateo and build- 
ing high class homes for sale in the residential section south of Ninth Avenue 
now known as Hayward Park, These were the grounds of the former Hayward 
Estate with its park-like surroundings, and the Hayward mansion which had 
been turned into a fashionable hotel after Hayward's death, then burned (1920) 
in a spactacular fire, 


The Great Depression 


In the wide world of economic affairs, the famous stock market crash of 1929 
was, as we see it now, the beginning of the ''great depression", but at the 
time few people understood the vital relationship of the New York Stock Ex- 
change to the economic life of the nation as a whole, or foresaw that this 
"stroke of bad luck" suffered by ''stock market speculators" was the signal of 
an economic crisis that would ultimately affect every man, woman and child 
in the country, Even as the economy of the nation staggered and collapsed, 
people kept telling themselves, along with President Herbert Hoover, "prop- 
perity is just around the corner", with the assumption that if we would only 
act as if we were prosperous this would help make prosperity return, 


In San Mateo, it was in this economic atmosphere that a major expansion of 
the city's business district was undertaken, namely, the opening of Third 
Avenue through the former Parrott property, from Ellsworth Street to El 
Camino Real; and LEVY BROS., to be in the forefront of progress as well as 
to promote prosperity, planned a new store with a handsome and unique front 
opposite the new theater, Edmond Levy was the principal advocate of this 
venture, having in mind mainly the ''people on the hill'', who should be able to 
find, in San Mateo as well as in Burlingame, a handsome new store to supply 
almost any of their needs, The style of the new building was unique, for a 
business establishment, with Old English or ''Tudor" gables instead of the 
usual store front, and floors of grooved plank. To match the elegant building, 
the firm was equipped with a fleet of ten identical sedan-type, enclosed motor 
trucks for deliveries anywhere on the Peninsula, besides the large one used 
for twice-daily buying trips to San Francisco. 


But business, nation-wide, did not pick up as everybody hoped it would, and 
the Levy firm was soon compelled to meet some very tough realities, Profit- 
and-loss reports at the end of the calendar year 1930 were good - the best in 
three years, Maybe we were really turning the corner", But then (to the 
Levys) came acrash, The following year (the time of the move to the new 
Third Avenue building) was a disaster, but the next was even worse, Suddenly, 
from a fairly even level of profits over a period of nine years, net returns 
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plummeted not only to zero but to actual loss greater in amount than the mar- 
gin of profits had been (a 230% drop) - and they remained at this level of heavy 
net loss for two years! 


It was during this time that Franklin D, Roosevelt took over the U. S, Presi- 
dency and in his inaugural address shouted, ''The only thing we have to fear is 
fear itself!"', then asked Congress to enact a series of nation-wide relief meas-= 
ures which, though necessary, were quite revolutionary in American history. 
But never had the nation seen such a depression. Not a few, but many of the 
formerly affluent people now faced actual want, The statistics of unemployment 
were ghastly. Institutions like the San Mateo Junior College (now CSM), then 
in the Baldwin Avenue building now used by the U. S, naval recruiting and train- 
ing service, were crowded to overflowing with young adults who could find noth- 
ing else to do but go to school, 


What does a merchant do in such circumstances - when every sale is actually a 
losing transaction and he would save money by simply closing the store? Many 
merchants decided to do just this, and many more were forced to do so. But 
the Levys hung on, and slowly business picked up, The year 1933 showed im- 
provement, but still did not quite break even, and 1934 was about the same but 
just over the zero line. Not until 1936 did business return to a level that could 
be called normal, 


It was during these crisis years that Edmond Levy became critically ill. He had 
suffered his first attack in January, 1929, while on a business trip to New York, 
and had to remain there for months of recuperation before returning home, 
Nearly three years passed before he could walk, but he was able to attend ina 
wheel chair the grand opening of his new ''dream store'' on Third Avenue, After 
that he gradually undertook some light work at the store for a part of each day, 
and even before this he occasionally stole time out while the nurse was not look- 
ing to type letters to John Bromfield about things he had learned to do and not do 
in the stores. But despite his apparent improvement in health, he died suddenly 
(November 7, 1933) while walking in his garden at Number 700 West Santa Inez 
Avenue in Hillsborough, 


Besides his responsibility for managing the family-owned business, he had taken 
a more active part in community affairs than either his father or his Uncle Joe 
had done. He was active in the San Mateo Philharmonic Society and the Hills- 
borough Garden Club, he was a director of the San Mateo National Bank and of 
the San Mateo Building and Loan Society, besides being active in the San Mateo 
Chamber of Commerce and the Rotary Club, As president of the chamber of 
commerce as well as an interested property owner, he was instrumental in 
bringing to San Mateo (instead of Hollywood) a motion picture industry, Many 
old timers remember the spreading complex of buildings and open spaces at the 
corner of Peninsula Avenue and Delaware Street where a number of plays were 
filmed. 


The Third Avenue Scene 


The San Mateo into which the Levys had moved at the turn of the century was 
only a small village, bordered by the vast and mostly vacant acreages of 
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wealthy men; now the town was breaking these barriers much as a young chick 
breaks out of its shell, Among the last of San Mateo's estates to disintegrate 
under the pressure of urban growth were the lands of the Parrott family that 
lay close to the very center of the growing town, 


John Parrott, San Francisco capitalist, builder of that city's first fireproof 
business block and importer of masses of Chinese coolie labor, had moved to 
San Mateo, supposedly to retire. His home place and surrounding grounds 
were the entire present Baywood Tract, and there his family lived until after 
his death, though he personally still spent most of his time in San Francisco, 
But even this amount of land seemed insufficient for his large family, so for 
two of his married daughters he bought land across the County Road, in the 
center of what is now the San Mateo business district. Mrs, Christian de 
Guigne's house stood on the site of today's San Mateo Theater, and her sister, 
Mrs, A. H, Payson, lived beside her on the south, where now runs Fourth 
Avenue, These lands of the Parrotts, and their homes, stood intact until the 
1930's, and by then the city of San Mateo was,in turn, surrounding and crowd- 
ing them from:nearly every direction, 


When San Mateo was incorporated (1894), Captain A, H, Payson, John Parrott's 
son-in-law, became the city's first mayor, This was unusual, for most of the 
estate dwellers kept aloof from the growing town and rather resented its en- 
croachment, This happy relationship between the Paysons and the city was in 
the late 1890's and not until some thirty years later, when a new generation had 
taken over (Captain Payson died in 1930), did San Mateo break into the lands of 
the Parrott family, This break began with the opening of Third Avenue from 
Ellsworth to El Camino - a development in which, as we have seen, the Levy 
firm played a part, 


The chief promoter of this expansion was D, A, Raybould who engineered the 
purchase of some of this valuable property (the de Guigne estate) from the heirs, 
Lots on the north side of Third Avenue had been available for some time but no 
very important construction took place until Raybould's purchase put the south 
side of the street also on the market, There the first large structures were the 
San Mateo Theater and the Benjamin Franklin Hotel, but the Levy firm did not 
join in until the business trend toward Third Avenue became certain, 


In Levy history, it was just at this point that Edmond suffered his first heart 
attack (December, 1929), which removed him suddenly, and permanently, from 
the management of the stores; and the only person who was ina position to as- 
sume his responsibilities was John Bromfield, It is generally understood that 
the idea of a new Levy store on Third Avenue originated with Edmond, but the 
building contract was not signed until early in 1931, Plans were drawn by the 
San Francisco firm of Hyman and Appleton, and the builders were Lengfeld and 
Ohlund of Burlingame, It was completed on schedule and turned over to the 
Levys on November 15, 1931, 


If the new and elegant building failed to bring an improvement in business, it 
was not for lack of advertising. As the day of the grand opening approached 
(December 1, 1931), eye-catching newspaper ads announced that none of the 
stock in the old building would be moved to the new one but would be sold off 
where it was at bargain prices; the new edifice would contain a completely new 
supply of goods, from the ''cash and carry"! grocery store in the basement with 
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its ''rock bottom prices", through the various other departments on three levels, 
all but the cash-and-carry being covered by a free delivery service to all parts 

of the Peninsula, The day of the grand opening itself was elaborately advertised; 
a two-page spread in the San Mateo Times announced in large and heavy type 

that filled both pages: 'YOU ARE INVITED TO ATTEND THE FORMAL OPEN- 
ING TUESDAY MORNING AT TEN-THIRTY O'CLOCK OF LEVY BROS. NEW 
SAN MATEO STORE ON THIRD AVENUE! ALSO TO COME TO THE PUBLIC 
RECEPTION TUESDAY EVENING FROM SEVEN TO TEN." Following this 
were seventeen full pages of display advertisements and notices about tis Levy 
business, 


But despite all this, and repeated bargain sales that followed, business grew 
worse instead of better. Much of this was inevitable, due to the "great depres- 


-sion'' which brought business generally to its lowest level just at this time, but 


Levy Brothers' San Mateo store seemed to be out-dropping them all, This prob- 
ably was the reason for the staging of another ''opening'' ceremony on March l, 
1932, almost three months after the actual opening. This time the leading public 
officials were brought in to speak, The two mayors, Aylett R. Cotton of San 
Mateo and C, A. Buck of Burlingame, offered their congratulations and Mr. Cotton 
spoke of the ''courage'' of Levy Brothers in undertaking this new venture at that 
time, George Pride, representing the large body of Levy employees, empha- 
sized the loyalty and ''splendid spirit'' of the entire staff, A poignant touch was the 
presence of Fernand Levy, at age 84, in what was undoubtedly his last public ap- 
pearance; he sat on the platform and was introduced but did not speak, 


It would be meaningless to speculate as to whether they were brave or foolish in 
undertaking this new venture in the midst of the Great Depression. In retrospect 
it seems foolish but at the time many national leaders, from presidents Hoover 
and Roosevelt down, were saying that all we needed was courage and prosperity 
would soon return; but how much courage was justifiable was a question that every- 
one had to answer for himself, 


The Levy firm tried to answer constructively, In their new and elegant building, 
with its imposing 150-foot frontage at 55 Third Avenue, they tried to make it plain 
that they hoped for the patronage of both the well-to-do and desperately hard-up. 
Their basement self-service grocery store was both a means of keeping up with 
the trend of the times and a way of saying they still wanted the patronage of the 
people who, like the Levys themselves, were feeling the pinch of hard times. As 
to the rest of the store, for the first time in Levy history business was on three 
levels, and for a stylish touch, the departments were now referred to as "'sepa- 
rate shops.'' The main floor offered hardware, grocieries, men's furnishings, 
and drygoods, while upstairs were millinery and an "apparel shop", a toy shop, 
beauty shop, and a circulating library, In the basement, along with the self- 
service grocieries, was the home-furnishings department, 


During this opening period on Third Avenue, some changes were made in the 
company organization, After Edmond's death, his place on the board of direc- 
tors was taken by his widow, Elizabeth, and Mr, Bromfield became acting chair- 
man of the board and general manager, After Fernand's death, a more general 
change was made, Added to the board were Elizabeth's son, Harold L, Mackas dns. 
Joseph's oldest daughter Cecile Andersen, the husband of Joseph's other daughter, 
David Saunders, and Armand's son Gaston who had changed his name from Levy 
LORIE V. 
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One important and interesting part of the recovered prosperity on Third Avenue 
was the Blue Boar Restaurant, which seems to have originated as an extension 
of the delicatessen department in the easterly segment of the building; and it is 
the only instance in the Levy firm's history in which the business of serving 
food was attempted, The name was of English origin, It is recorded that 
Oliver Cromwell, in his seventeenth-century war against King Charles I, spent 
a night at the Blue Boar Inn (Henry C. Shelley, Inns and Taverns of Old London, 
Boston, 1909), and at one or another such place a wild boar's head on a platter 
was featured on the sign over the door, Again in the nineteenth century Charles 
Dickens indicated that in his time Blue Boar was the name of a well known 
British tavern (A. J, Philip, A Dickens Dictionary, London, 1928). 


Together with the restaurant and the delicatessen counter went the liquor depart- 
ment (after prohibition repeal), and drinks were served, with or without food. 
The place achieved wide popularity as a place to go for breakfast, lunch, or an 
afternoon snack; evening dinners were tried but for some reason did not pay off 
and were discontinued, Patrons of the Blue Boar were business men, store 
clerks, guests of the hotel across the street, and women who came in for tea 
and sometimes sat for most of the afternoon. They were served almost anything 
from coffee and a sandwich to a full gourmet meal. Though considered very 
much a success financially, the Blue Boar was not continued in the new Fourth 
Avenue building. 


The Fourth Avenue Store 


The return of prosperity, plus inflation due to the Korean War (1950-52), stim- 
ulated new thoughts of expansion. The San Mateo store was now not only too 
small, and hemmed in by other expensive buildings, but some of its features of 
elegance, such as the hard-to-clean grooved-plank floors, were now felt to be 
outweighing its usefulness as a place of business, Most serious, however, was 
the fact that the parking space on Second Avenue at the rear of the store was far 
too small to cope with the tremendous increase that had taken place in the use 
of automobiles. Looking elsewhere, the southeast corner of Fourth Avenue and 
Ellsworth was found to be available, with room for a new building and adequate 
parking space, Here, then, a new store was planned, similar in its over-all 
arrangement to the Burlingame building, 


The Korean War caused many difficulties in getting it built. With restrictions 
on new construction, imposed to conserve basic materials for the war, special 
permission had to be obtained from the Federal Government for each new step 
in erecting the building. Fortunately, Congressman Jack Anderson of San 
Mateo was able, by dint of many interviews and much commuting between 
Washington and New York, to obtain releases for the necessary quantities of 
copper and steel. 


The grand opening at the new San Mateo site was held on February 26, 1952, 
with J, Hart Clinton, Editor-Publisher of the San Mateo Times as master of 

the ribbon-cutting ceremonies, The total investment in the new plant, includ- 
ing fixtures and merchandise, was estimated to exceed $2,000,000. The selling 
area was again on three floors, and the building boasted having San Mateo 
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County's first escalator, which cost at that time only $35, 000% 


But the scope of the merchandise that was stocked in this new "general" store 
is especially interesting, not so much for what was included as for what was, 
for the first time in Levy history, excluded, The main floor displayed 'wear- 
ing apparel for all the family.'' On the upper floor were bedding, yardage, 
patterns, glassware, and "household hardware", along with curtains and drap- 
ery; and in the basement were liquor and tobacco, kitchen appliances, garden 
furniture, etc. Most conspicuous for their absence were groceries and general 
hardware, both of which had been main lines in the Levy stores since their 
beginning, 


The dropping of the grocery department, together with the delicatessen and the 
famous Blue Boar Restaurant, was the most noteworthy part of a necessary 
adjustment to changing times, Ever since 1872 groceries had been a major 

part of the Levy enterprise - both over the counter and delivered house-to-house. 
Fernand Levy and Jack Selley, as they built the Levy clientele up and down the 
Peninsula, had been mainly selling grociers; a photograph taken in the era of the 
B Street store and labeled ''the Grocery Department'' shows a group of some 
twenty men, and the more recent fleet of ten delivery trucks that fanned out from 
the Third Avenue store carried, in the main, groceries, But time had changed 
allthis. The nearly universal family car, along with the Great Depression, had 
created the custom of ''shopping around"! for the necessities of life and this, in 
turn, had produced the chain stores and supermarkets, which did not fit into the 
scheme of a department store, 


However, in the new Levy store, some of the supermarket methods were applied 
to other lines, The items of merchandise, instead of being stacked on shelves 
behind counters, were now displayed on tables and on the open floor where cus- 
tomers could see, handle, and inspect tem with or without the aid of a clerk; but 
the policy was, of course, to have clerks always in attendance, These changes, 
after eighty years in business, mark the adjust of LEVY BROS. to the age of 
specialization, Essentially, the new policy was to concentrate on apparel for 
the entire family, Omitted now, in contrast to the Levys' one-time ''general!! 
stores, are all food products, general hardware, and furniture, But included, 
along with clothing for each member of the family, are many incidentals for 
living such as home decorations, bedding and curtains, personal accessories, 
visiting cards, and facilities for entertaining, To summarize, the Levy stores 
now aim to supply everything for the home but the basic furniture, and wearing 
apparel for the entire family excepting only millinery, shoes, and men's hats 
and suits. 


A feature of the new building was the introduction, at first on an experimental 
basis, of air conditioning, It was found, after checking on hot days, that in 
the departments where sales had run previously from 20% to 25% of the store's 
total, with air conditioning sales in these same departments reached 30% of 
the total. Translated into dollars and cents, this meant a sales increase of 
from $150 to $600 per day, 


A sad event of the 1950's for the Levy firm was the loss of John Bromfield, after 
some thirty-five years of service with the company, He died on September 1, 
1955, at only 68 years of age, 
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i Fortunately for all concerned, however, John's son, Geoffrey W. Bromfield, 
Fi ] was able to step into his father's shoes with a minimum of lost motion in the 
business. ''Geoff!', though young, was by no means unprepared for this new 
responsibility. He was familiar with the stores and their organization from 
~ having worked under his father's direction while in high school and college, 
j | and he had graduated from Stanford University. During World War II he had 
been commissioned navy lieutenant and commanded a landing craft first in the 
i Normandy invasion and later in the taking of Okinawa. He had also obtained a 
5 ] master's degree in business administration at the University of California in 
a Berkeley, and had served for a year at the H. C. Capwell Company Store in 
4, Oakland, in the research and statistics department. 


| Entering Redwood City 


je Even after the opening of the new San Mateo store, circumstances seemed to 
4 call for a real expansion of the Levy business - something more than merely 
a improved buildings. The growth in population everywhere on the Peninsula 
4 seemed to indicate the possibility of an additional outlet, Furthermore, a 
study of the firm's size in relation to its potential market seemed to suggest 
L that the adding of another store would increase the sales volume to a point 
a where LEVY BROS, could compete in the employment market for the best of 
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buyers and merchandise managers; this, in turn, would make for greater ef- 
ficiency, a stable margin of profit, and an improved quality of merchandise 
for the customers, 
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During 1963, attention was turned to Redwood City. There the county govern- 
ment center was expanding rapidly, both vertically and horizontally, spreading 
out into residential areas and multiplying its roll of employees as the county's 
population increased, The business district was also being re-structured, but 
the town was so far without a first-class family apparel store. 
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Redwood City, both the county seat and the county's oldest town, had originally 
been built as a lumber-shipping port on the banks of a slough or arm of the bay, 
4 and its expansion through the years had always been shaped and contained by this 
- tidal ''creek'' which was then the very reason for its existence. Now, since 
water-borne shipping had become a thing of the past, a long-term filling process 
J was under way, gradually reducing the historic creek basin to a narrow channel, 
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and finally covering it over completely. This not only provided new space for 
business structures, but it also called for new street connections and a revised 


system of traffic, 
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Dh The Levys, entering the scene at this point in development, were able to lease 

, what had been a few old business lots on Broadway, supplemented on the south 
by some of the newly filled area, Put together in a square, this gave them a 
good location for a large store in the heart of the business district, with ample 
parking space, provided in the main by the city. Historically, this site, now 
largely man-made, contained at first only enough dry land for a small black- 

q smith shop which stood at the end of the long bridge over the slough; but through 

a the years the land had expanded by slow filling, enough to contain various small 

commercial buildings that fronted on Broadway. Now full-sized lots were avail- 

able and all of the area that had once been under water could be used either for 
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streets, parking space, or business enterprises. 
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Thus the Levy building, as it stands today, modeled after the other two Levy 
stores, rests only in part on solid ground as nature formed it; the remaining 
portion is supported by pilings and truss construction over the fill-in creek 
bed, But it is now both in the heart of the business district and at the inter- 
section of two major arterials - Broadway and Jefferson Avenue, It is thus 
easily available to the public, including county government employees who live 
in outlying towns or countryside and like to do their shopping during the noon 
hour, 
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Much history has passed by this site, The ''drawbridge" across the slough, 
which was in earliest times an extension of Broadway connecting it with Main 
Street, actually held the town together; to go around the shough was a very 
long walk and crossing it by boat was complicated by the radically changing 
tides and shores of deep mud, On the east or Main-Street side of the slough 
stood the principal business center, and a line of shipping docks, while on the 
westerly side were the residential section, the county courthouse, and some 
more docks. This same drawbridge, which was only rarely (if ever) raised 
for water traffic, was in another sense a divider, for down-stream from it, 
in the slough was the deep water where lumber schooners were loaded and 
made ready to sail out with the ebbing tide, while above it were shipyards 
where schooners were built, Only when a new ship was ready was there any 
reason for raising it, and usually not even then, for a new schooner could 
easily be floated under the bridge with the lowering tide before her masts 
were installed, 
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Just across Jefferson Avenue from the present Levy store stood the home of 
William Littlejohn - a unique and colorful figure in the local history, An in- 
ventor, builder, and mechanical genius, he was undoubtedly the one who de- 
signed and built the drawbridge, and he devised a way to bring drinking water 
to this isolated village on a salt-water slough, by boring the core out of red- 
wood logs to make them serve as water pipes, On the back of his Broadway 
lots he had shipways of his own where he designed and built, mainly with his 
own hands, the schooner B, G, Whitney, a handsome craft that plied the waters 
of the bay for many years, In his house Chase Littlejohn was born, undoubtedly 
the first child born in Redwood City, and said to be the first white born in San 
Mateo County, He became widely known as a naturalist and an authority on 
certain species of wild animals, Many people of today remember him, for he 
lived to a ripe old age and loved to tell of his experiences hunting sea otter in 
the far north Pacific. Beyond the Littlejohn place was the towering home of 
B. G, Lathrop which has been moved to a new site in the County Government 
center and still stands as a historic and architectural landmark, 
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After the days of William Littlejohn and his shipyard, his corner became the 
site of the Redwood City public library - a rather imposing building that stood 
well back from the street; and to the west of it, in a similarly imposing posi- 
tion, stood the two-story public school, proudly rivaling the county courthouse 
in size which was just across the street. 
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Crossing the creek on the drawbridge from the present Levy site, one came to 
the end of Broadway at Main Street, Here, to the northwest of the intersection 
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was the first attempt at a store in Redwood City. This pioneer merchant 
didn't last long, however, for he preferred playing cards to waiting on cus- 
tomers, and the prices were reduced for patrons who would help themselves 
and not interrupt the card game; or perhaps we should say he was ahead of 
his time with the county's first self-service market, He soon sold out to 
George Thatcher & Co. Other merchants followed, and from 1868 the corner 
was the site of the Grand Hotel, On the opposite side of Broadway, fronting 
on Main Street with its back to the creek, was the Eureka Saloon, notorious 
for its fist-fights, Later it was a general store, and then the Eureka Brewery, 
But the dominating structure at Main and Broadway was the American Hotel; 
it stood on the east side of Main Street, facing up Broadway which at that time 
came to an end in Main Street, 


So if we can imagine setting the present Levy building down in the old town of 
lumber-shipping days, it would be in the midst of the ship-building industry, 
and midway between the business-and-shipping center on the one hand and 
the courthouse and residential section on the other, Thus the Levy site is 
surrounded by history, while it is also making history by bringing to the town 
its first large family-apparel store, At the formal opening of the store on 
August 1, 1964, this historic setting was briefly pointed out by the County His- 
torian, along with welcoming addresses by officials of the city and the county, 
and by Ray Spangler of the Redwood City Tribune, And as a permanent re- 
minder of its historic surroundings, this new, Twentieth Century building in 
the heart of the business district bears a plaque with the following words: 
"Redwood lumber gave Redwood City its start in life. Near this spot in 1851 
the keel for the schooner Redwood was laid, the first of many lumber ships 
built on the banks of this slough, Here was the town of Red-Wood Landing, 
the hub of the timber traffic,"' 


And the new venture is paying off. At the time of opening, only a portion of 
the planned building had been completed, but by 1968 steps had to be taken for 
the expanding business, 


The Staff in Levy Stores 


A cherished, century-long tradition at LEVY BROS, has been a close, family- 
like friendship and mutual respect between the store management and members 
of the staff, which was typified in early times by the spontaneous custom among 
employees of referring to the two owners as ''Uncle Ferd" and ''Uncle Joe''. One 
result of this has been a low turnover in personnel through the years, evidenced 
by the fact that many members of the basic staff have worked steadily with the 
firm through more than a quarter of a century, (See list in the Appendix, ) 


A significant factor in this relationship is the every day program of training in 
salesmanship and other store duties, following the tradition set by Fernand 
Levy in personally teaching his employees how to sell, plus his motto, ''Keep 
the confidence of your customers", Sales meetings, training films, and mer- 
chandise instruction are still daily occurrences in all Levy stores, Further- 
more, besides the regular staff, in 1968 the store took a leading role in setting 
up an annual summer school to give basic training to disadvantaged minority 
groups of high school students, followed by part-time jobs for the trainees in 
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the store, This highly innovative and meaningful program has been acclaimed 
as a great success and most major stores inthe area have participated, 


Nobody knows how many thousands of youngsters, during a century of history, 
received their first training in salesmanship at Levys, where they have always 
been taught to treat all customers as they would guests in their own homes, 


Basic to these happy relationships within the Levy stores are, of course, (l)a 
good rate of pay which is constantly reviewed and adjusted to changing times, 
(2) promotions within the staff whenever possible rather than hiring "outsiders" 
and (3) the encouragement of suggestions or complaints, which are carefully 
considered, and acted upon whenever possible. Other basic factors are (l)a 
life insurance program carried with a major insurance company, (2) a hospital 
plan through Blue Cross which provides up to $10,000 protection for major med- 
ical needs, and (3) a profit-sharing retirement plan which is financed entirely 
by the store and provides the employees with great security. (During the past 
several years the store has contributed to this retirement plan approximately 
the same amount that it has paid in dividends to the owners of the business, ) 


Back to the Coastside 


Just as the writing of this history was nearing completion, the Levy firm an- 
nounced a new expansion which was also a return, like a homing pigeon, to the 
place of its beginning: we are to see, very soon, a new Levy store in Half Moon 
Bay, But instead of re-occupying the old site on Miramontes Street, it will be 
a part of a new and enlarged business district north of Pilarcitos Creek, with- 
in a triangular area bounded by Main Street, San Mateo Road, and the Coast 
Highway. There the Levy firm has signed a lease on approximately a third of 
this triangle, and plans have been drawn for a building to cover 6300 square 
feet at the start with room for expansion to 20,000 square feet. Its general 
design will be like that of the Levy store in Redwood City, and it is to be ready 
for occupancy in the late spring of 1971. Thus when the Levy centennial rolls 
around (1972) the firm will be well re-established for business in the town of 
its beginning, 


Along with the Levys in this slightly-bent triangle, and easily accessible from 
all three of the highways that border it, will be also a supermarket and a "'drug'' 
store (with all the miscellaneous items that have come to be blanketed under 
that name); already there are two gas stations, and the rest of the area will be 
devoted to parking space. Thus when construction is finished, customers will 
be able to supply just about all of their needs in this one spot and with one park-~ 
ing of the family car, 


These plans give emphasis to the fact that Half Moon Bay is no longer the coun- 
try village it was in 1872, and it is now rapidly shedding whatever characteris- 
tics may yet remain of the place when the Levy boys first saw it, In 1959 it 
became an incorporated city, and the 1960 population-count showed 1,946 inhab- 
itants, In March, 1970, the United States Census Bureau reported 4,200. The 
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original hope of the incorporators was to include El Granada and Princeton 
but this plan met with so much resistance that they were able to include only 
a token strip of beach that extended to the sheltered harbor behind the break- 
water. Included, however, were most of Miramar and the area from there 
southward to embrace the urbanized sections in the Valley of Canada Verde or 
Lipton By the Sea, The new Levy site is at the center of this incorporated 
strip. 


But the store's Coastside market is, of course, not limited by corporate 
boundaries, Other urbanized but unincorporated communities, reaching north- 
ward to the mountain barrier at the Devil's Slide, probably embrace at least as 
large a population as is now contained within Half Moon Bay, and they are grow- 
ing rapidly. When a satisfactory road is built to bypass the dangerous Devil's 
Slide, plus an adequate freeway from San Mateo, this populated area, and much 
more to the south, is sure to grow and to rival once again the communities of 
the Bayside, 
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Mr. Horace Amphlett - Master of Ceremonies 


Opening of new Levy Bros. store at 55 Third Avenue, San Mateo 


Mr. Levy, Mr. Bromfield, ladies and gentlemen; before I say a word of con- 
gratulation, I have been requested by Mr. Edmond Levy to express his thanks 
and appreciation to Mr. Bromfield and to his father, Mr. Fernand Levy, for 
the wonderful loyalty they have shown during his illness and to thank them and 
congratulate them for the splendid achievement they have accomplished. 


We are proud of this accomplishment and we are proud to have a firm here 
that shows such progress and splendid faith in San Mateo, 


I congratulate Levy Bros. sincerely on this wonderful achievement and their 
sixty years of firm business building in our community. 


It is now my pleasure to introduce Mayor Cotton, 


Mayor A, R. Cotton: (of San Mateo) 


Iam glad to congratulate Mr, Fernand Levy, the grand old man of San Mateo 
business and Mr. Bromfield, the enterprising younger business man, I miss 
my old friend, Mr. Edmond Levy very much but Iam glad to hear that he is 
getting around again, 


I did not realize that the firm was so old until I noticed the sign ''Since 1872", 
but I have known Levy Bros, all my life. 


Forty years ago I made purchases at their store in Half Moon Bay and later 
at their store here and I think I can qualify as one of their oldest customers, 


I want to congratulate these men on their demonstration of faith in San Mateo 
and for the courage they have shown in making this tremendous investment in 
times of economic stress, It is certainly a wonderful lesson tu all in business, 


The city is judged by its business and this new store's success will be reflected 
in all the other stores, It is a store where the wants of the most discriminating 
can be satisfied and it is an advantage to all business in San Mateo, 


I congratulate you for making this gigantic investment during a depression and 
believe that it shows leadership of a high type. 


ete 


Mayor C, A. Buck: (of Burlingame) 


Burlingame is materially interested in the development and progress when- 
ever it is beneficial to both San Mateo and Burlingame, 


The opening of this new store marks another milestone in Levy Bros, sixty 
years of success and progressive business and I hope that they will be even 
more successful in the future than they have been in the past - if such is 
possible, 


Mr. J. C. Knowles, Manager of Hillsborough was introduced but he did 
not speak, 


Mr, Fernand Levy was introduced as one of the oldest and foremost citizens 
of San Mateo who is known and beloved by all. Mr. Levy did not speak, 


Mr, George Pride was then introduced as the oldest employee and the em- 
ployees were commended for the splendid spirit shown throughout the entire 
organization and for their loyalty and cooperation, 


Mr, Pride: 


Iam speaking in behalf of the 125 employees who wish to extend their warm 
congratulations to the firm and each employee of this splendid organization 
welcomes you, 
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INDIVIDUALS WITH LEVY BROS. 


Fernand Levy 
Joseph Levy 
Edmond Levy 

Ann Sharon 

Elsie Riordan 
John D. Bromfield 
Emil Cereghino 
Phyllis Wirick 
Myrtle Pride 
Eleanor Maede 
Leonor McLenghan 
Elsie Leverton 
Mildred DuCavic 
Margaret Gupton 
Blanche Noonan 
Lester Trauner 
Irving Kahn 

Elva Blum 

Graham Bromfield 
Florence Griffith 
Ida Bowman 
Marjorie Agorastos 
Sixtu Espiritu 
Elizabeth Brooks 
Eva Nelson 
Dolores Broome 


Lee Klineman 


Millard Scott 


Tom Croop 


1872-1935 63 years 
1872-1928 56 HM 
1902-1933 Sy 4 
1910-1950 40 ue 
1916-1966 50 — 
1920-1955 35 wi 
1920-1950 30 = 
1922-1969 47 yi 
1922-present 50sae2 
1924-1958 soe 
1925-present Eo fie aah 
1927-1968 41 hi 
1928-1962 34 uy 
1930-1962 32 ds 
1932-present ae 
1933-1959 20 ces 
19 35-1968 33 iy 
1937-1966 29 
1938-1969 31 x 
1941-1967 26 ut 
1942-1967 25 ds? 
1942-present 3222 
1942-present Sees 
1943-1968 2S y 
1943-1970 27 : 
1944-1970 fd See 
1946-present 26 u 
10é-preserte 26 uy 


25 YEARS OR MORE 


1946-present 26 
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